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"America remains in lock down following the coordinated terrorist attacks on every major city just over a week 


ago. Flights have been grounded and the movement of the population has been halted." 


Sitting at his desk, David watched the small television, his heart in his throat. In front of him, the screen of 
the computer was filled with emails, but he ignored them all. Somewhere, across the Atlantic, was his love, the 


only person his soul had ever sang to. 


With a stony expression, the blonde newscaster continued, "Communications to and from the country have 
been halted. America appears to have pressed a switch in order to isolate itself from the world. Presumably 
this is to prevent any further attacks being triggered via the computer or mobile phone networks. This is 
making our job of reporting the crisis extremely difficult but we shall continue to bring you the information as 
we get it." 


Returning his attention to the computer, David sighed and tried to settle back in to work But he found it hard 


to concentrate with no knowledge of what was going on in his home country. 


An American by birth, he'd spent the past six months working in London. Constant arguments had forced him 


from his last job as the bass player in a band He'd left once, back in 2004, only to return in 2010. Yet nothing 
had changed. Dave Mustaine was still an asshole at heart and even his revelations that he was a born again 
Christian hadn't stopped most of the stupidity. Tired of it, David had quit, looked for another job and gone to 


London. 


The city's Heathrow airport played host to the Gunship Project, an airline dedicated to moving aid around the 
world. It was funded by donations, staffed by highly skilled volunteers, and took a huge cut of money from 
hiring its planes and pilots out to the rich and famous. Most of the Project's clients were bands taking 
advantage of the crew's logistical knowledge to move themselves, and their gear, around the globe. Charities 
could take advantage of subsidized flights and crews to get aid to where it was needed the most. 


At that moment, most of the emails were concerned inquiries looking to get in to the States. Several 
organizations wanted to get essentials in to places hit by the bombs. Others wanted to send in their own bomb 
crews to patrol the cities. The response to all of them was a polite reply that, at the present moment, there 
were no flights departing for the States but once they had news of the travel restrictions being lifted, then 
they would be in touch. David had a nasty feeling that the restrictions wouldn't be lifted. Not for a very long 


time at least. 


Engines she liked. They weren't like other pieces of modern technology. They didn't rely on a series of codes 
and numbers to work. Instead everything was laid bare and easy to see, the skeleton hidden beneath the metal 


flesh. When something went wrong, it was easy to repair. They were, in their own way, beautiful, elegant, art 


for a world obsessed with the digital. 


Stephanie Mac, Stevie to everyone but her mother, stood at the top of a ladder and peered into the 
carnivorous engine. For the moment it sat silent, awaiting its next orders. Her hands reached out and slowly 
spun the fan blades, her fingers sliding over them until they grazed over what she was looking for. Slivers of 
metal had sheered off from several of the edges, a clear sign that a foreign object had entered the engine. 
Beyond the blades lay other, unseen, damage. 


Picking up a hand held radio, she called David. "Can you call maintenance and have an engine tech come over?" 
His voice crackled and hissed in response. "Not something you can repair yourself?" 
"Yes. But itll need a stack of paperwork to go with it. Let the pros handle it." 


Stepping from the ladder, she pushed it across the hanger's smooth concrete floor and into the shadow of the 
next engine. At just over five foot three inches, Stevie barely grazed the legal minimum height for flying. But 
what she didn't have in height, she made up for in personality. Or, as one publication had called her, "a tiny 
powerhouse of dyed hair, big smiles, and brains". Some had called her an inspiration to young women, showing 
them that they didn't need perfect bodies or big bank accounts to be a success. They just needed hard work 


and dedication. She ignored everything except the dedication and hard work comments. Apparently, because she 


was a woman with some kind of standing in the world, it was okay to occasionally tear her apart because she 
wasn't tall and slim with bleached blonde hair. Why be like everyone else when you could stand out from the 


crowd? 


With the checks on one plane complete, she moved to another. All of their aircraft stood in a string of hangars 


that they leased from the airport. 


The Gunship Project owned four massive Boeing 1471's. Two were dedicated to carrying nothing but freight while 
the final two were passenger jets. They had started with a single aircraft several years before, moving clients 
and vital aid around the globe. When demand began to outstrip their resources, they were able to secure 
funding to buy the latest aircraft from Boeing. Bigger, faster, and lighter, the Project had become busier than 


ever. That was until America had slammed its doors shut. 


Their biggest clients were nearly all US based companies and musicians. Needing to cover huge areas in as 
shorter time as possible, they'd call Stevie. Along with her co-pilot Chris, they'd covered nearly everywhere 
Earth had to offer. 


But now it was all on the rocks as the bookings they'd had had melting away to nothing. Somewhere, across 
London, Chris was at home, no doubt shifting through piles of client forms, looking for the next job. Meanwhile, 
in an office above her head, David fielded phone calls and panicked emails, trying to reassure people and keep 


the charity running. 


The advertisement for the job had come via a discreet source. They needed someone levelheaded, patient, and 
good with people. Someone who could work strange hours and had a head for organization and paperwork. Lots 
of paperwork. What he hadn't realized when he'd applied for it was that it would involve hours of not just 
paper and airport work, but also keeping an eye on the boss. In the six months he'd been in the UK, David still 
couldn't decide what was worse; dealing with airport management or dealing with Gunship management. Stevie 
was definitely a law unto herself, skirting around the edges of the sane in order to get things done. 


The phone rang, a number which wasn't in their database scrolling across the display. He grabbed it. 
"Hello, Gunship Project." 


A voice drifted from the other end of the line. "This is Susan Lowe from Open Earth. We're looking at getting 


food, clothing, and tents, among other items, to America's displaced" 


Closing his eyes, David leaned back against the padded chair. "I'm sorry but, as I'm sure you're well aware, all 


flight space over America is currently closed. This includes airdrops. I'm sorry." 


"So there's absolutely no way you can get in to the country?" She sounded distressed. 


"None that we've found, l'm sorry. If you give me all of your details, I'll put them into our database. Once 


routes back in to the country reopen, we'll let you know." 


The woman rattled off the charity's name, address, and phone, his fingers tapping at the computer. Once she 


was gone, he put the phone down only for it to ring again. Inquiries were suddenly increasing, yet why? 


Picking up the remote control, he turned up the TV, listening to the news. Nothing. Still the same headlines 


involving the American crisis revolved. 


A normal day at the Project had no start and no end time. They worked early hours and late nights, watching 
as the sun dipped below the horizon before rising once more. Yet, with little more to do than carry the 
occasional aid flight, they'd shifted to working through daylight hours. As the evening flights were preparing to 
depart, so he and Stevie left, joining the throngs of traffic heading in to and out of the city. 


Pushing himself away from the cooker, he called for the woman. "Stevie?! Dinner!" 

Nothing. 

Dropping the wooden spoon back in to the pan, he walked through the Bayswater house. The house was silent, 
as it normally was upon returning from work. The only sound came from the radio in the kitchen. Laptops, 


tablets, mobile phones, and CD's were spread over the large, rarely used, dining table. The large TV was 


switched, its black eye gazing across the room. From below his feet came a quiet murmuring. 

Walking out into the long, narrow corridor, he turned left and moved past the stairs. Beyond them another set 
of stairs lead down to a basement. The walls were lined with shelves, all of them crammed with books. The 
stairs leading to the upper floors were the same, shelves lined with books, music, and movies. At the bottom, 
he could see that the door leading into the space below the house was open, music drifting up to him. 
"Stevie?!" 

"Yes?" Her voice seemed quiet, barely there beyond the song. 


"Dinner!" 


The music stopped and, a moment later, she was walking up to him, brown eyes sparkling with a smile. 


Dinner was eaten at the tiny one in the kitchen. There really was no need to clear the larger one as company 
was rare and it was just extra work after an already long day. Pushing the fork into the pile of tomato and 


chicken covered pasta, Stevie mused the previous hours. The phone calls and emails, the news and speculation 


The world was at odds with itself, tearing itself apart. 


A week before, the world had been completely normal. As normal as it could be anyway. They'd survived 
terrorist attacks before and the world had adapted around them. Then it had come in the form of three 
hundred coordinated bombs ripping through the hearts of America's largest cities and towns. The obvious ones, 
New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston, Phoenix, Las Vegas, had been the hardest hit. Explosives had taken 
out landmarks and killed hundreds of thousands. Within hours of the attacks, the country was no more, at 
least not to the world outside of it. Emails bounced back, messages that servers couldn't be found attached to 
them. Phone calls were answered in much the same way with an automated message telling the caller that no 
such number existed. Morse code had been tried but it seemed as though one of the world's largest countries 
had turned off its radio signals, at least to those trying to get in touch. All the world could do was watch, 
wait, and pray. 


She finally broke the silence between them, "How you feeling?" 

David looked up at her through a mess of honey-blonde hair. He shrugged. “Okay, given the circumstances." 
Stevie gave him a weak smile. "It'll pass." 

"You're sure of that?" 

It was her turn to shrug. "As sure as anyone. Always happens after something like this, right?" 

"Suppose," the man across from her sighed. 


"Happened here. London went into lock down in 2005. We didn't know if we were coming or going. It's the way it 
has to be, at least for a while." 


"You're awfully complacent about this, Stevie.” 

Leaning back in her chair, she stared past his shoulder and into the small garden beyond the windows. 
‘Sometimes you have to be, just to get through it. Doesn't mean I'm not still plotting and planning. You've got 
to keep moving, right? Can't just lay down and take it." 


David's fork scratched against his plate. "How do you mean?" 


Her eyes snapped back to him, taking in his confused expression and worried, brown eyes. "Watch and wait, my 


friend. Watch and wait." 


The job of assistant had promised £40,000 a year, plus housing, bills, and a car. Why had he taken he taken 
it? Simple really. Not only did he need to get away from Megadeth but he's also fallen in with the dark haired, 


dark eyed Foo Fighters front man. They'd met at an awards ceremony and, as with those things, it had been 
love at first sight. Unfortunately, Dave had been married with kids and things had quickly started to get 
messy. So David had decided that he'd put a few thousand miles between them and go back to the States once 


things were sorted one way or the other. 


Yet he wouldn't return. David didn't know if he'd ever return. Lying in bed, he held a photograph above him. The 
image was already seared into his brain yet he still looked at it every night. It had been taken at the 
Grammys, shortly after the Foo Fighters cleared the place out. He was grinning at the camera while Dave 
clasped his face and dramatically kissed his cheek. A proud moment by any stretch of the imagination, all 
suddenly being washed away. The pain and dread in the pit of his stomach grew with every passing moment. 
Foo Fighters were based in California and had been touring the States when the flag went up. Where they were 
now was anyone's guess. 
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"Yesterday the EU ordered satellites to be moved in to place over the US to monitor the growing situation," 
the newscaster said. "Images are said to be coming in and we're hoping to have information on what they show 
any time soon. Meanwhile, non-US member states of NATO are again meeting today in Brussels to plan for any 
eventualities which come from the US blackout. There has still been no communication with America and the 
military are still trying to open a dialogue. So far all communications have gone unanswered, leading us to 
believe that the US is in total shut down or that any messages are deliberately being ignored. Tony Powers, a 


leading expert on large scale conflicts, will be with us after the weather to discuss the situation" 


David stared at the TV for a moment before sighing and returning his attention to the papers scattered 
before him. Invoices, both to the Gunship Project and from them, were piled up. Maintenance, fuel, fees, as well 
as several of theirs, ones which probably would never be paid On the computer screen was a running total of 
all expenditures. They had enough money to keep them going for another few months with a litte trickling in 
from various aid flights which were scheduled to leave over the coming days. After that, if the big clients 
didn't start picking up again, they'd be in the red. Something no one wanted any kind of airline to fall in to. It 
would spell the death of them. 


He glanced back to the TV. Still images of America from a week previously flickered across the screen. The 
situation was all that had been on the news, every second of it repeated and analyzed. No stone was being left 
unturned, and questions were desperately trying to be answered by a team of ever frustrated newscasters 
and "experts". He felt helpless, impotent even, at not knowing where Dave was. Unable to help, unable to speak 
to him, unable to locate him. They had hangers full of aircraft yet none of them could cross the sea to take 
him back to his love, grounded by the powers that be. The ache in his heart grew, the pain of the unknown 
chilling him to the bone. It wasn't just for his lover, but also for his friends, the ones he'd played with for so 
many years. Despite his much publicized, and often criticized, departure he still held a love for the men he'd 
spent so many years with. Even though Mustaine had pushed David to the brink of taking drugs again, he still 
had a soft spot for the redhead. 


The phone rang, Number Withheld flashing across the LCD screen. He snatched it up. 


“Gunship Project. David speaking." 


Stevie was changing light bulbs when her phone began to ring. People instantly assumed that her job was 
glamorous, that she got to party with the world's rich and famous and that every trip was a vacation to 
somewhere nice. What they didn't see was her wandering around in her oldest clothes, overalls pulled over 
them with grease and dirt trapped beneath her fingers. They didn't see her doing the menial jobs, changing the 
dead light bulbs and unclogging toilets. All of that was hidden behind the façade that she was some short, 


female, playgirl, living the high life and enjoying every moment of drunken hedonism. 


The phone read Office. "sup?" 

"Not the most professional way to answer the phone but I'll let it slide," David sighed. "Phone call for you." 
"Who is it?" 

"Chief of Defence Staff George Watt" 

Stevie felt a bolt of panic go through her. "Oh, bugger." 

"You in trouble? Again?" 


"No, not trouble. But | think we might be about to cause some. Put him through." The phone clicked and Stevie 
painted on a smile. "Chief! How's it goin’? Got your finger hovering over that big red button yet?" 


"Stephanie Mac, you know for a fact that the British Army does not, and will never, employ a big red button 


Its also nice to know that your demeanor has barely improved." 

"And?" She dropped herself into one of the main cabin seats. "I'd be boring if | had to be like you lot" 
"This is very true. Are you by yourself?" 

She knew what that meant and she instinctively curled in to the seat. "Im assuming this is a secure line?" 


"You should never assume anything, young lady. But you're correct; it is a secure line and what I'm going to 
talk about is of the utmost importance." 


“America, right?" 

"Exactly. Military intelligence is coming in from our satellites and what we're seeing is not good." 

A chill ran through her, the hairs on her arms standing to attention. "How not good?" 

"The kind of not good which means that you will not be seeing it on the news for a good while, if at all." 
"Fuck." 

"Stephanie!" 

"Sorry, Chief. Can you tell me anything more?" 


"Not over the phone, l'm afraid." 


Resting her head against one of the small porthole windows, she stared at the hanger beyond it. "Want me to 


come and see you?" 


"That would be much appreciated." 


"So?" David continued to file the invoices and receipts in the correct folders. Stevie sat at the desk opposite 
him, fingers tapping at the keyboard. 


"lm going to Boscombe Down to see the Chief." 

"What does he want?" 

"Probably calling in one of the millions of favors | owe them." 

It had come as more than a shock to discover that Stevie, a mere civilian, had been trained by the military. 
She'd been part of a project and had passed with honors. But it came with a price although, to Stevie, it 
seemed to be one she enjoyed paying. From what he could gather, she got to play with expensive aircraft and 
projects which would never see the light of day. 

The printer beside the door began to hum and, a second later, a sheaf of papers began to fall into the tray. 
"What kind of favor?" 

"Probably some kind of reconnaissance flight." 

"But they're the fuckin’ military, Stevie! Let them do it" 

She looked at him and grinned, the papers clasped in one hand. "Not my kind of flights they can't" 

Stevie's connections to the military ran far deeper than David could imagine. The basement beneath her house 
was a kind of fortress, one he couldn't even fathom the workings of. Something to do with life support 
systems, a Faraday cage, and protection against whatever was thrown at them. He knew that she kept her 
fingers in Army affairs, working the odd contract. When he'd quizzed her, she'd just smiled, shrugged and told 


him she'd have to kill him if she told him. After that, David wasn't sure if he wanted to know what she did. 


She wrapped a hand in to the back of his neck and a pressed a kiss to his cheek "And l'm going to do it if 


there's any chance of me getting Dave back for you." 
Soft eyes looked at him, a small smile playing on her lips. David felt a lump form in his throat. "You'd do that?" 


"For you?" He could hear her voice cracking. "Yeah, I'd do it" 


Located on the rolling Salisbury Plains, Boscombe Down was a military testing more famous for its supposed 
links to US black projects than the actual aircraft that came and went from it. Stevie's Cessna [12 rolled down 
the runway before pulling on to the apron. Soldiers, accompanied by several higher ranking officers and the 


Chief of Defence Staff, waited. Shutting down the plane, Stevie stepped out onto the tarmac and looked at them. 
They all stood as any military personnel did with poker straight backs, eyes watching her. 


She gave them a wary look. "To what do | owe the pleasure?" 


The Chief of Defence stepped forward, and offered her a hand, a reassuring smile on his face. "Stephanie, it's 


so good To see you again." 


Relaxing a little, she took his hand and shook it. "Good to be back" She looked around herself, taking in the 


airfield. "Nice to see the place doesn't change much." 
"Well, you know the old saying. If it ain't broke don't fix it” 


Stevie smiled. "And if it is, tape it down and paint it. Lead the way, boss. | want to know what you've been 


planning." 


The small welcoming party escorted her through the buildings and the relevant checks. It didn't matter that 


she'd spent well over a year confined to the base. She was a civilian and was treated like one. 


Seated around a large, mahogany table, Stevie stared at the group of men The walls were painted white and 
decorated with tasteful vintage black and white photographs of the airfield's history. One wall was dedicated 
entirely to a bank of monitors. A conference telephone sat in the middle of the table. Once the door was shut, 
she knew that it locked and a light would appear outside, indicating that the room was in use. It was a secure 
area, with nothing getting in and nothing getting out. A chill ran over her skin at the prospect of what they 


were going to speak about. For it to warrant a secure room, it had to be bad. 
"Stephanie?" 


Her eyes snapped to the uniformed man. He looked younger than his seventy years and as proud as any 
serving man. Blue eyes twinkled at her, his blond hair long ago having faded to gray. She remembered the 
months she'd spent with him fondly, the days when she couldn't move spent lying on a couch in his office while 
he told her stories between meetings and phone calls. Back then, she'd been a recovering addict in her early 
twenties and he'd been two ranks away from the post of Chief of Defence. There would forever remain a fond 
spot in her heart for George Watt. 


"Yes, sir?" 


Seating himself at the head of the table, he folded his hands over a block of writing paper. Around them, the 


other men settled. 

‘I'm sure you're aware of the situation currently taking place in America?" 

"I am, although | only know what's being said on the news." 

Placing his hat to one side, he nodded. "I'm afraid the situation is far graver than we first imagined. At first 
we thought it was merely a way to stop any more attacks taking place. The poor country's taken its fair share 
of batterings over the past decade. We thought that they would sort themselves out and open up all lines of 
communication and travel. Unfortunately, that doesn't appear to be what is happening.” 

Stevie frowned. "So what's happening?" 

The Chief picked up a small remote control and pressed a button. Satellite images appeared on the screens 
behind him. They showed a number of different installations, all of them looking like scrub land and wilderness. 
There were twin sets of fences, one inside of the other, what appeared to be guard towers and, running 
alongside them, were roads and rail lines. Buildings sat within the fences and, if she strained closer, she could 
make out heavily guarded gates. 

"A week ago, these were empty," he began "These images were taken a little over a month ago." 

Leaning on an elbow, Stevie studied them. "What are they?" 

"Relocation camps." 

"Like the ones they set up after Katrina?" 

George smiled. "Exactly. There's upwards of eight hundred of them scattered across the US. From what we can 
gather, the White House has enacted Rex 84. Rex 84 is a readiness exercise program written back in 1984. It 
was designed to be used in a state of national emergency.’ 

Stevie idly picked at a loose thread on her olive green flight suit. "And this is the national of emergency?" 
"Yes. Rex 84 suspends the US Constitution, declares Martial Law and gives those in charge the right to detain 
anyone seen as a threat against national security. Which, it seems, in this case, means everyone. These were 
taken just under twenty four hours ago." 

The images on the screens changed. As before, they were taken from above, giving little indication as to the 
exact location Groups of people could be seen milling around beyond the wire fences while, alongside them, 


trains pulled up and disgorged more of those left behind 


Stevie shivered. "That looks scarily familiar." 


"Indeed" The Chief of Defence's voice was low and laden with doom. "Less than one hundred years after we 


vowed it would never happen again and it is." 
She couldn't draw her eyes away from what she was seeing. "Surely they're not killing their own?" 
"As of this moment we don't know. We do have copies of their red and blue lists." 


Turning her attention to the ageing man, Stevie raised and eyebrow. He continued, "It turns out that not all 
communications are down. The new government has to keep in touch with the authorities in each state and 
they're doing that via networked computers. We've managed to get onto to their servers to see what's going 
on. The red and blue lists are people who oppose any changes the government want to make. The red list is 
those who are strong opposers, the radio and TV hosts, the ministers, anyone in the public eye. The blue list is 
for their followers; internet forum members, people who have knowingly voiced an opinion similar to those on 


the red lists. The yellow list is for those who have no opinion" 

Leaning back in the deep, leather chair, Stevie surveyed the bank of monitors. The images rotated through 
different places, but all showed the same scenario with planes and trains being used to move massive numbers 
of people. 


"How?" she finally asked. "How have they managed to do this with no resistance?" 


"There's been resistance. People have been fighting back Most seem to be perfectly okay to be taken 


somewhere they have been told is safe." 


Sighing, she locked her fingers behind her head and rocked on the wheels of the chair. "Where do we come in 
to this?" 


The Chief stepped back into her line of sight. "I'm glad you asked." 
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A radio call had indicated that Stevie was on final approach, her tiny plane shunted in front of a 137. Wandering 
to the Bone Yard, a small hanger so nicknamed because it held Stevie's smaller planes and unfinished projects, 
David pushed the door open enough for the small Cessna roll to roll straight in. It would always be strange, 
he'd decided, to see her flying something which could fit into the hold of one of her bigger planes. 


The engine died and, a few moments later, Stevie navigating the drop to the floor. 
Shutting the door, he walked up to her. "So?" 
Stevie smiled and brushed loose strands of hair from in front of her face. "Let's go put the kettle on" 


The office was a walled in space between the two hangers. Two desks faced one another, computers and empty 
mugs littering them. A wall sized photo of Gunship One taking off was behind Stevie's desk with various candid 
photos of her travels pinned to it. Shelves held files and a smattering of awards, including one from a music 
industry awards ceremony for "Inspirational Person of the Year". Two doors allowed people to walk between the 
hangers, a kettle and fridge beside one of them. Coffee, tea, and chilled water were always on tap. Something 
David had discovered quickly was that engineers drank a lot. Normally tea and normally while standing with a 
hand on one hip and muttering about how they were going to fix something. A photocopier, industrial shredder, 
fax machine, and printer sat beside the other door. For a big space, it had a habit of feeling cramped, 
especially when several people decided to descend on it at once. David had learned that llam was probably the 
best time to vacate the office and let the thirsty workers take over. Ten minutes later they'd be gone, back 


to whichever corner they'd come from. 

The making of hot drinks was a ritual to the British. Put water in kettle and set to boil. Prepare mugs, tea 
pots, or caffetieres. Wait for water to boil and add it to chosen drink Wait for it to brew if it was tea. Add 
milk and sugar to taste. Maybe find something to eat with it. Enjoy. 


Which was exactly what Stevie was doing. Once everything was ready, she crashed into her chair, mug cradled 


close, and looked at him. 
"You want to know, don't you?" 
Sitting across the room from her, he nodded. "Yeah, | do." 


Placing the mug to one side of her, Stevie started up her computer. She appeared to be searching for how to 
phrase what she'd seen and heard. 


Finally, she began, “We're sending two flights over there." 


David felt his heart quicken, fingers tightening around the hot ceramic. 


"It turns out," she continued, "that some British ex-forces are helping with whatever's happening in the States. 
Ex-military from all over the world are. Being paid more than they can imagine to round up American citizens 

and." She stalled and took a deep breath. "And put them in camps." 

"Camps?" He raised an eyebrow. 

Stevie nodded, lost in the depths of her tea. "They're called Relocation Camps, places for those displaced by the 
attacks to go. But it seems that they're rounding up everyone. So we're going over to pick some people up. 


Masquerading as flights to take them to places they can be killed” 


David felt his heart drop. Stevie never met his gaze, no doubt processing what she'd just said. He could feel 
the awkwardness coming off her, tainting the air with the cold pain. 


"They're killing people?" 


She nodded again. "They suspect anyway. Surveillance has picked up at least one camp with the facilities to 


dispose of a great number of bodies." 


He had to ask, had to know. Even though in his heart of hearts, he knew he may not like the answer, he still 


have to know. "Dave?" he murmured. 

Stevie finally looked at him, eyes filled with fear. "I don't know yet. We." She licked her lips. "We're going to 
collect those who are of importance, all nationalities. It's not just the Americans they're putting in to these 
camps. Anyone who comes across their paths is being loaded on to planes and trains." 

Getting to her feet, Stevie grabbed two day books from the shelf. They'd been David's idea, way back when, a 
day-to-a-page diary for each plane detailing what needed to be done on specific days. Dumping them on the 
desk, Stevie flicked through them. 

"We're going to reconfigure the two passenger jets in to their maximum configurations. Six hundred per plane." 


"Which gives us twelve hundred available seats." 


She looked up at him. "Yeah. They're drawing up lists of who needs to be collected. Give me the names of the 
band, and their dependants, and I'll see if | can get them on board. I'm hoping, hoping, that we can" 


The moment of relief was washed away by those few words, replaced with dread and fear. Was Dave in one of 


the camps? Or had he already died? Was it worth even trying? 


"Give me ten minutes," he said softly. "I'll have the names for you." 


She hadn't told him about the lists. Hadn't told him that there was every possibility that Dave may already be 
dead. Dave Grohl was an outspoken front man, often voicing his opinions while supporting gay and womens 
rights. He'd been a married man with two children until David had stepped into his life. Then everything had 
changed, shattering apart and rebuilding, leaving behind broken hearts and a shattered family. Dave had spoken 
of it several times in the media, of how he'd tried to hide the real him from the world. He'd wanted to be the 


picture perfect rock star, a million miles away from the drug soaked personas of his peers. 


Then David had come along and, for five years, Dave had struggled to hide his true feelings. It had torn his 
marriage apart and he'd willingly paid everything and anything his ex-wife had demanded. It was his fault, he'd 
explained. While he loved his wife with all of his heart, he'd wronged her in so many ways. 


Sitting on the nose gear of one of the planes, Stevie stared at the tablet computer in her hands. She read and 
re-read the interviews, trying to assess how much of a threat Dave was to America's new government. A 

photo, one of him and David looking blissfully happy, smiled up at her and she felt it warm her heart. That was 
true love right there. A love which shouldn't be broken nor torn apart. A love which had many more years to 


live out. It was a love she'd never known but, looking at the photo, she was sure it existed 
Her radio crackled to life. "Stevie?" 
"Yeah?" 


"The list's ready." 


Sitting at the desk, she looked it over, mentally prepping herself to make the call. There were four band 
members, all of them with wives. Between them, they had eight children, totaling sixteen people in all. On top of 
that, David had asked her to pull his ex-wife and kids, ex-band members and their families. That was another 
twelve people. All together, they were looking at securing twenty six seats on what may already be crowded 
flights. Looking up at David, she felt a chill settle over her. 


"lm gonna make the call." 


He nodded, watching as she keyed a series of numbers into her phone. Holding her breath, she waited, each ring 
seeming longer than the last. 


"George Watt." 
"Chief, it's Stevie." 


"Stephanie, good to hear from you." She could hear the smile in his voice. "What can | do for you?" 


"Do we have spare seats on the flights?" 

"We're still compiling our lists at the moment but there may be. How many do you need?" 

“Twenty six" 

Silence fell over the phone line and Stevie looked at the desk. Paperwork was scattered around. One of her 
freightliners was in the air and expected back with a few hours. Everything relating to it was waiting to be 


signed and dealt with. 


"Twenty six," the Chief of Defence murmured. He took a deep breath and Stevie heard the rattling of computer 


keys. "Give me the names, dates of birth and, if you have them, social security numbers." 

Covering the mouthpiece with one hand, Stevie waved the other at David. He perked up, darting to her side. 
‘Social security numbers," she hissed, gesturing at the piece of scrap paper he'd given her. 

"| only know the ones for Megadeth, my ex, and Dave, and those are sketchy at best," he replied. 

She nodded. "They'll do. Chief?" 

"Yog?" 

"Can you trace them without their number?" 

"We can, but it'll be a push." 

She bit her bottom lip. "How about if it's a spouse?" 

"We should be able to get them with at least the name and date of birth. Ready when you are, Stephanie." 


Taking a deep breath, she began, "Dave Grohl. Date of birth, January l4th 1969. Social security number, 
159331802. Taylor Hawkins. Date of birth, February Ith 1912. Social security number, 398012541." 


She continued through the whole list, David writing down the social security numbers he knew. Once she'd 
finished, Stevie sank back against the chair. 


"Okay, Stephanie," the Chief spoke for the first time since she'd started speaking. "I'll see what | can do. No 
promises but I'll put them into the database." 


Exhaustion began to settle over her, eyes becoming heavy. "Thanks." 


"Speak to you later.” 


"You too, boss." Dropping the phone back on its cradle, she rubbed the back of her neck. 
"So?" David spoke from across the office. 

Looking up, Stevie found him leaning against a wall, arms folded over his chest, face pale. 
"He's going to his best," she replied. "No promises but he'll see what he can do." 

David just nodded, eyes downcast. "Thanks for trying." 


"No problem." 


Stevie disappeared back in to the recesses of the hangers. No doubt she was mulling over was happening and 
the role that they'd play. Two Boeing 1417's carrying six hundred people apiece. They had two months until the 
flight. Two months to plan and prepare everything. The final details had yet to come through from the army 
but, once they did, it would be all hands on deck. 


Sighing, he stared at the photo on his phone one last time before turning it off. Memories, happy memories, all 
now washed away. He wondered if they'd ever return, if he'd ever have another chance at creating more. The 
sickness lay heavy in his stomach, a weight he didn't want. It had been bad enough when Dave had announced 
he was splitting up his family to be with David. Both of them had been dragged over hot coals by the media. 
David had been branded a "home wrecker". Yet while they'd been happy to call him the person who'd destroyed 
lives, they hadn't bothered digging any deeper. Hadn't bothered looking beneath the surface to discover his 
history. 


He'd been in relationships. He'd had both girlfriends and boyfriends. He'd married once in an attempt to be 
normal. He even had two children But it had been in his early forties that David realised he'd been doing it all 
wrong. He wasn't supposed to have a family and children. He wasn't supposed to have the little house with the 
white picket fence, the 2.4 children, the cat, the dog, and the wife who was happy to be beside him. 


So it had been with a heavy heart that he'd left his children and divorced his wife. He'd packed up all his 
worldly belongings and, before he knew it, David found himself standing in front of the tiny apartment in LA. 
The apartment where it had all begun so many years before. It had taken one grovelling phone call for him to 
get his place back in Megadeth. For the next couple of years, David had kept his head down and gotten on with 
it. 


That was until he fell in love. 


He remembered the right all too well. The 2012 Grammys where yet another award was ripped from beneath 
their noses. How many times had they been nominated? Nine? Ten? Eleven? David had lost count. All he knew 


was how raw the humiliation had felt. He'd felt the eyes of the media on them, all of them tittering behind 
their notebooks, microphones, and cameras. Megadeth will never win They're just nominated for the shits and 
giggles. Look at them! They turn up every year like eager puppies! And then we kick them down and laugh at them! 
Thats what you get for having a Bible bashing rut job as a front man. We dont want you people around Go back 
fo your churches, you bunch of clustertucks. 


God, it had hurt. He'd hung his head, the shame etched into his cheeks. But, as he'd gotten up to leave, a hand 
had landed on his shoulder. He'd turned and found himself looking into a pair of deep, soulful eyes. Despite just 
snatching an award from beneath David's nose, Dave Grohl had been nothing but apologetic. They'd spent the 
night talking and doing.. other things. The rest, they say, is history. 


Sighing, David pushed the chair back from the desk and rolled his neck, eyes staring at the strip lights on the 
ceiling. He didn't want to do anything. Didn't want to work, didn't want to think. Just wanted to count down the 
days until the flights were heading for the States. 


But that wasn't going to happen Just the thought of what was to be done exhausted him. The planes needed to 
be stripped of their current liveries and painted all white. Both would need to be completely checked over and 
serviced. The interiors needed to be reconfigured. And that was on top of their normal workload, no matter 


how little it was right now. 


Getting to his feet, David walked to the kettle, turning the TV on as he did. The news flickered across the 


screen, the familiar British accents a slight comfort. 

"Satellite imagery released to us by the military is showing the full scale of what is going on within the 
borders of North America Riots have broken out across all the major cities with people not affected by the 
bombings taking to the streets to protest, and fight, with security services. The cause of the riots seems to 
be, not just the bombings and the lack of provisions they have brought, but also the government's decision to 


move everybody, no matter who they are, into specially prepared camps. Our security editor, Matthew Danes, 


has more." 


"You have a dentist appointment tomorrow." 
Stevie looked up from the laptop and surveyed David with suspicion. "You're absolutely sure?" 


"Absolutely." David had his back to her, concentrating on something on the stove. Whatever it was, it smelled 


wonderful. But the prospect of a trip to the dentist did nothing for her appetite. 
"Don't wanna," she murmured, eyes turning back to the newscast. 


"But you like Mr Kalla. He's nice to you, and he understands." 


"Yeah, understands that | spend a lot of money with him. Have you seen his latest car, David? Seriously, I've 


probably funded that fucker with the amount of times | have to go there." 


She watched his shoulders rise and fall as he chuckled As he reached for a cupboard, Stevie could see he was 
smiling. Good, that's what she wanted. She knew he was stressed and depressed, but it was good for neither of 


them. If she could make him feel better, even for a moment, then her day would be complete. 


She worried about him. Worried how he was coping under the strain of what was happening Stateside. He was a 
long way from home and a long was from the one person who'd completed his life. There'd been a time, not 
long after he'd come to work for her, that David had told her his story. His family had tried, and failed, to 
understand him especially when he came out to them. They'd all but abandoned him, their religious tolerance 


not extending that far and the only contact he had with them was on special occasions. 


It hurt her, especially as her family were been so accepting. In contrast, they'd walked with her through every 
step of her own battle and recovery, celebrating when she'd landed a place on George Watt's course. They'd 
worried, and later rejoiced, when she'd decided to go it alone, working alongside her as she'd set up the Gunship 
Project, before finally letting her fly free. They'd often wondered why her long suffering assistants lived with 


her, no doubt secretly hoping that one of them would settle down and marry her. 


In reality she feared being alone. Feared the tricks her mind played on her. Feared those who watched from the 
shadows. With the Gunship Project had come great responsibilities and contacts she never dreamed she'd have. 
Her brain, she'd realized early on, functioned differently to other peoples. Given the right conditions, she could 
solve complex problems. Beneath her house, in what was once the basement, was the room jokingly known as 
"The Bunker". Adapted from the original basement, it was quite literally what the name said it was; a sealed 
room able to withstand chemical, biological, and nuclear attacks. A set of twin, airlocked doors lead in to it, the 
air purification systems only working once both doors were shut. Beyond them were the rooms which would 
become a temporary home in the event of an attack. The doors lead on to a main room which held a bank of 
computers, small kitchen, and a gym. Branching off from them were smaller ones, holding a bathroom, 
bedroom, and two luxuries; a recording studio and cinema room. All the wiring and communications were heavily 


shielded and, on another level beneath the bunker, was a generator. 


A plate of some wonderful smelling chicken was placed in front of her and, a moment later, the radio chattered 
to life. One of the great things about David was he was an amazing cook. Cooking made him happy and so she 


left him to it. 


"The number of deaths relating to the most recent attack in America are said to stand at around twenty 
million people. The coordinated attacks, which hit three hundred of the country's largest cities and towns, are 
still claiming lives. Data from satellites shows an abnormal rise in radiation, a factor which could be related to 
the contents of some, if not all, of the bombs. Recent satellite photographs also show the build up of bodies on 
the edges of those areas most hit. It can only be assumed that either the military, or the public, are moving 
them to lower the risk of infection and disease. It is also assumed that they are possibly being readied for 


disposal. How America will cope with so many dead and dying is anyone's guess.’ 


She couldn't imagine what was happening across the Atlantic. Couldn't even begin to picture the carnage. At the 
back of her mind was the thought that maybe, in some small way, she'd contributed to it. And the thought 
sickened her. 

"Stevie?" 

She looked up into David's worried eyes. "You okay?" he asked. 

"Yeah. Just thinking." 

"About?" 


She pressed her fork into her dinner, trying to remember that it was there. "What's happening.’ 


It worrying you?" His voice had a distinct Minnesota tone to it, one that became more pronounced when he 
had something on his mind. 


She nodded. "Yep" 
"Hts okay to be worried" 

"| know" Stevie managed a strained smile. 
"Wanna tak?" 


Her eyes traveled over his shoulder to the small radio in the corner. Its simplicity hid what the rest of the 
house held. Hid what was stored on the carefully guarded servers beneath the floor. 


"Maybe later. How are you feeling?" she softly asked. "I know you haven't been well, and | don't blame you." 
David's sadness only added to her own, her heart aching as his eyes dropped to the table. 
"You can talk," she said softly. "I'm not gonna judge you, you know that." 


He nodded, fingers toying with the glass of water. David had wanted a simple life and he'd got something far, 
far different when he'd joined her. 


‘Its the not knowing," he finally said. "Not knowing what's going on. Not just with Dave, but with the rest of 


the band, and their families. Dave's family as well. | worry for them." 
"Understandable." 


The man across from her sighed, shoulders rising and falling, eyes still not meeting hers. "Everyone thinks l'm 


cold hearted because | tore them apart. They blame me for the break up, and | can't blame them. It takes two 
to tango. But | appreciate that Dave has commitments to them and that they can't just be erased. The kids 
would come and stay with us. | loved having them around and | think, in a way, his wife accepted us as well." 


"You're speaking as though they're dead, David." 


Tear glazed eyes looked up at her and Stevie tried not to let the emotion get to her. Reaching across the 
table, she did something she rarely did, and took his hand. He gave her a weak smile and squeezed her fingers. 


"We don't know though, do we?" His voice was strained. "We don't know whether they're dead or alive. Just 
because they had money doesn't mean they survived this." 


‘Money''l be worthless now anyway. You know that." 


"I know." David dipped his eyes back to the table, his hand still holding hers. "But I'm hoping that, somehow, 


they've managed to survive this.” 


Stevie swept her thumb over the back of his hand, taking in its strength. "You and millions of others, my 
friend." 


4 


Dear Dave, 


İt looks as though the world has ended | sit here and watch the news and wonder where you. | wonder if you were 
right. | wonder if some of the thing we spoke about are now coming true. Could you see into the future? Did you 
have powers that no one else did? And Im speaking about you as though youre dead Maybe you are. Who knows? 
But | will always love you, from now until the end of time. 


All my love, 
David 


Stevie had done her usual evening trick of disappearing down to the basement. She'd be in and out all evening, 
sometimes stopping to watch a little TV with him before her attention took her back beneath the floors. He 
had little idea of what she did down there and he didn't press the issue. Others would have, but years of 


having his own privacy invaded because of his sexuality had taught him not to question the lives of others. 


Making a coffee, he turned on the TV, picked up his noted pad and began to write. Ever since the news of the 
attacks had come in, he'd been writing. Letters, notes, questions, prose, whatever came to mind. He found it 
soothing and a way to get his feelings out in the open. One day he hoped to give the letters to Dave. If that 


day ever came. 


Mentally he found himself drawing up a list of things which needed to be done. No doubt there would be 
several meetings with the military on what needed to be done in the weeks leading up to the flights. The date 
Stevie had been given to go was no doubt deliberate. July Fourth, Independence Day. 


Full checks and maintenance of both craft - C Checks 


Two crews plus cabin staff 


The list ran on and on, a muddle of the thoughts which raced through his mind. It was a list with only one goal 


in mind, save his lover. 


The blueprints filled four of the computer's eight monitors. The others kept track of the health of the 
servers, a check of the house's security, and a rolling news channel. Nothing changed, the news repeating itself 
every fifteen minutes. Occasionally it was interspaced with the opinions of so called experts. So far there had 
been no mention of the flights which would be going across the Atlantic. No doubt they were a closely guarded 
secret, information of the highest secrecy. Stevie preferred it that way. She didn't want anyone to know what 
was happening, didn't want them to know that there was the potential for loved ones to be reunited. They 
would no doubt be picking up diplomats and ex-pats, people inadvertently caught up in the crosshairs of the 
attacks. 


Behind her, the inner door to the basement was closed, locking her away from the world. She didn't want 
disturbing. David understood that she had boundaries she needed to keep and he rarely pried. Only when she did 
one of her midnight flits into the city did he really begin to worry, often waiting up until she returned. 


They were nothing to worry about. Sometimes she needed to walk. Sometimes she needed to see someone 
outside of her small world of airport and home. The two often melted together, each becoming indistinguishable 
from the other. Her cat, a big, gray rescue called DefCon, often accompanied her to Heathrow. And it wasn't 
unusual to find piles of papers and small bits of aircraft scattered around the house. Sometimes she needed to 
break away from that and get in contact with someone who knew litte of her life. She found it difficult to 
relate to most people, not understanding the drama they brought in to their lives. She found their materialism 
and pettiness irritating and couldn't understand the need for instant gratification Once she had been that social 
butterfly, seeking out the things which would make her happy at the snap of her fingers. Now working hard 
and achieving a goal was far more pleasurable and she'd left those who didn't fit in with her view behind. They 
had made it perfectly clear that, unless she was willing to drop her life at the snap of their fingers, she 
wasn't wanted. 


Sweeping her hand over a touch pad, she looked at the intricate designs burning from the screen. Lines and 
minute words, arrows pointing out queries. All of them moved with the barest of touches, rotating and lifting 
as she examined every millimeter. It had been for a new kind of missile, one launched from the edge of space. 
The physics behind it had been completely different to anything else she'd ever worked on. Most projects had 
been the programming, a carefully guarded coding system which only appeared in one place; weapons of mass 
destruction. Now she pondered whether it had been something she'd worked on that had been turned on the 
American people. Had their own government done it? Would the one sitting on her monitors have been used for 


the exact same purpose? 


Not wanting to think about it, she pressed a key, making the designs disappear. Pulling up a music service, she 
muted the news, searched for her favourite bands, and settled back. Claws caught in the side of her leg and, 
reaching down, she picked up DefCon. Settling in her lap, the big, grey cat started to purr. She'd try and relax, 
even if it were only for a few moments. 


The day had dawned sunny and warm. Another typically hazy London summer. While the call had come out of 
the blue, it wasn't entirely unexpected. The Chief of Defense would be coming to speak to them the following 
day. It would be a full briefing with all the information they needed laid out. While Stevie worked on one of the 
aircraft, David made the necessary calls, pulling in the skeleton staff who would assist in running the flights. 
The less who knew about them the better. First on his list was Stevie's First Officer, Neal Jones. 


"Neal, it's David" 


"Morning, David. What can | do for you?" 


Gripping the handle of his mug, David took a drink of coffee. It was the only thing which kept him going, the 
dark liquid helping to keep his head clear. "Has Stevie spoken to you about these flights to the US?" 


"Briefly, yes. She wasn't going to give much away over the phone obviously.’ 


"There's a meeting tomorrow, here, llam. The Chief of Defense is coming to brief everyone on what's going to 


happen" 
"Have you picked your second crew?" 


Pushing himself back into the chair, David looked at the photos across the room. There was Stevie, and 
sometimes himself, with various people. Most of them had some level of fame. On the wall beside the door was 
a long, framed photo of everyone who worked on the Project standing in front of Gunship One. Nearly one 
hundred of them, all dwarfed by the plane's massive size. "Rob and Glen. You've all got military training. ve got 
a feeling it's going to be needed." 


"We're in good hands then. How's Stevie with it all?" 
Even though Neal couldn't see him, David still shrugged. "A little stressed, but you know what she's like.” 


"Bottling it up. Yes, know that one all too well. It ll go one of two ways, David. She'll either keep it to herself and 
get her head down and do it. Or her brain will finally connect and itll hit her. Then she'll get her head down and 
get on with it." 


"Yeah. Anyway, I'll let you go, Neal. See you tomorrow?" 
"Eleven o'clock sharp." 


Hanging up, David folded his hands behind his head. His eyes settled on a single photograph, one of him and 
Stevie. It had been taken not long after he'd joined the Project and it had been the first time Stevie had shown 
any real, true emotion toward him. She'd hugged him tight, a huge smile on her face, eyes sparkling. After the 
shutter had snapped, she'd pulled him down, kissed his forehead, and gone about her day. Her family had filled 
him on Stevie's coolness towards him during his first few weeks; she didn't like change. Her old assistant had 
left and they'd had to choose a new one. Like Stevie, David was an ex-drug addict and, they'd said, organised to 
a tee. He'd fit in perfectly. They'd also told him the story of how she'd started flying and, if it was true, she'd 
been picked up by the military while sleeping rough, quite possibly while addicted to some kind of drug. 
Somewhere along the way, she'd shown an aptitude for engineering, hence why she'd been selected for their 
program. They'd cleaned her up and started working on her, eventually turning out a pilot with first class 
honors. Somewhere along the way, her interest had turned almost to obsession, and her emotions had been 
pushed to a back burner. Some had speculated that she had a form of Autism, while others put it down to a 
woman wanting to correct her life and doing it through sheer hard work. Whichever it was, David had found 


that, deep inside, was a warm, loving, and slightly crazy, woman 


Lying on the little patch of grass behind the hanger, Stevie dozed in the sun. It wasn't something she normally 
did, often working until she could barely stand or think. But there was little to do. Both of the freight planes 
were out, carrying medical equipment into some of the Asian countries. Tensions had been rising there for 
many months, finally spilling over in to bloodshed and protests against the governments. The world's armies 


were holding off, no one sure of what to do. Instead, aid agencies were doing their best. 


Normally Stevie would have taken at least one of the planes but, on this occasion, David had forbid her from 
going. It was an obvious reason why but she still hated it. Loathed sitting around doing nothing while they were 
waiting for the word to get going. It drove her to the point of distraction 


Very few of their maintenance crew were around, all of them having been and gone in the early hours. They 
were mostly on a peppercorn rate, paid by the hour. Most were retired, or reaching retirement and they 
donated their time to the Project. They'd be back when she called them. Some would return the following 


morning, running whatever jobs needed doing. 


A hazy smog hung over the airport and the air smelled like summer and jet fuel, while a cacophony of sound 
wrapped around her with the constantly moving jets and vehicles. Every few seconds, a plane landed or took 


off, roaring along the strips of asphalt, tiny ripples of pressure rumbling through the ground. 


Was she nervous? Yes, she was nervous, more than she wanted to admit to. They had no idea what they were 
going in to. Had no idea about the lay of the land or the state of the country. All they had to go on were 
satellite images and any intelligence which the military could garner from the situation They'd be flying under 
the radar, harkening back to the memories of extraordinary rendition flights which had gone through British 
airspace. She'd been asked to fly them several times, her moral compass pointing firmly towards no. No 
amount of money, nor pressure, could have talked her in to doing something like that. The stories had made 
their way back to her, people wrongly thought to be terror suspects who'd been beaten until they couldn't 
move. No, that was definitely a job for someone else. 


A moment in time. A moment of peace. A moment of calm before the inevitable storm which was about to hit. 


The day had dragged on, a slew of phone calls inter-spaced by mugs of coffee and the sandwiches he'd left in 
the refrigerator. Stevie sat at the opposite desk, hidden behind the computer. He could hear fingers tapping at 
keys, pausing only to pick up the mug she was drinking from. 

"What are you doing?" 


There was a pause before, "Updating the blog." 


| hope you're writing more than "I'm bored. Someone please come and entertain me." 


A hand shot up, flipping him the bird. David snickered to himself. It was a well known fact that people watched 
the Gunship website just to see what was annoying Stevie that day. Topics ranged from the price of fruit, to 
London's public transport, to the fact she had nothing to do and would rather be elsewhere. The most popular 
one had come a few years earlier when the Olympics had been in town. Stevie had been on tour with a big 
rock band and, at the time, had been somewhere over Asia. She'd spent several days moaning about how she 
was missing out on the greatest show on earth and was going to price herself out of the market on such 
occasions. 


"So what are you writing about today?" 


Wheels rattled over the laminate flooring as Stevie rolled the chair from behind the desk and over to him. Her 


mug was clasped in one hand and she waved it at him before placing it on his desk. 

Picking up his own, now empty, mug he asked, "More tea?" 

"Please." 

"So what are you writing about?" Filling the kettle, he set it to boil. The steam would only add to the heat of 
the office. The British were so unprepared for hot weather it was stupid and he was glad that his boss had 
had the sense to invest in portable air conditioning units. 

‘Overcoming obstacles in the face of adversity." 

"Helping how you're feeling right now?" He switched the kettle on, the red light flashing on. 

"Pretty much. How are you feeling?" 

Leaning against the fridge, David looked down at her, taking in the dark, doe eyes and slightly tilted head. 
"Nervous," he replied. "Stressed, sad. | just want him back." 

"Do you worry for your country?" 

| do. This has been waiting to happen for a long time. Dave used to talk about it a lot, especially at night. He 
suspected that something wasn't right, that the government were against us in some way. | dismissed him, 


believing it to be the ramblings of an overactive imagination" 


She took the offered mug from him and blew at the hot liquid. "Did he talk about these kind of situations a 


lot?" 


“All the time." Placing his own drink beside the computer, David sat, looking first at the walls, and then back at 
Stevie. "Mostly at night, as though he believed people were listening to him?" 


"Paranoid tendencies?" 


"Not really. He read a lot. Joined the dots. Saw things that others didn't. It nearly forced me to leave him 
because | believed he was a kook It was only when things started happening that | believed him." 


Stevie rolled away, retrieved a box of small cakes and set them down between them. "Such as?" 


"He spent a while going on about a police state. He talked about how we'd get stopped for talking to the 
passengers in our cars or how there'd be checkpoints on the major highways. Then the checkpoints started 
appearing. Only a few but they were there. We were stopped for minor things which weren't even wrong. Brake 


lights out and whatnot. All of it was done under the guise of searching for terrorists." 
The young woman frowned at him as she picked at cake. "But that's a good thing?" 


"It is, but they apparently know who these people are. Why are they stopping people they know haven't got any 


terrorist links?" 
Stevie shrugged. "True." 


It was when they started coming for the guns that the tide turned. That's when people started getting up in 


arms and protesting." 


"| saw it on the news. Millions marching through the cities. It was strange for us, watching you guys have 
your guns taken away. We've had anti-gun laws for years and it made no sense to us for civilians to have 
them. Why'd you need them unless you're a farmer with predators on your land? But" She shrugged. "On the 
flip side, very few of our police officers are armed. | saw them once, following the attacks on London Officers 


at every Tube and train station with huge guns slung around them." 


He raised a hand and pointed at her. "Exactly! While they wanted to take the guns from the civilians, they were 
leaving the police forces with them. Why? If the majority of the population isn't armed, why do they need 
them? Why not have armed units like you guys do? It didn't make sense. It was as though they wanted the 
people to be weak and unarmed so that they could come for us when something like this happened. We'd have 


no option but to surrender and do whatever they wanted us to do." 

"Were you part of the protests?" she asked softly. 

Holding his mug close, David nodded. "Yeah, | was. Dave was a part of them. Spoke at many of them. He believed 
in upholding the Constitution Believed that it was always "We the people" and not "We the government". Our 


house got raided because of that." 


"You're joking?!" 


Sadly he shook his head. "I wish | was joking. The police came in the middle of the night and searched the place. 
Took the computers, some files, and our guns. Dave kept one beside the bed, just in case. We got everything 
back and | think they did it to put the fear of God in us, and to keep him quiet. Didn't work. He still kept on 
speaking his mind, and | loved him for that." 


"How did it make you feel?" 
"Being raided?" 
Stevie nodded. "Yeah." 


"Violated. As though | wasn't a fit human being because | wasn't living by whatever rules they wanted me to 
live by. | loathed the thought of them going through the computers, of seeing everything we had on there. 
Photographs, videos, memories. They were all still there but, as Dave said, the government probably has copies 
of them all now, as well as some kind of software to keep an eye on us. More than they normally would 
anyway. You know that some of the big search engines and social media sites are supposedly in cahoots with 


the federal agencies, right?" 
She took another drink before placing her mug on the desk. "Yep. It's been on the news a few times." 


"Scares the shit out of me." He picked up a pile of papers, sifted them, and placed them into a tray. "To think 
that there's no privacy any more. That we're being watched every minute of every day. That everything we 

say and do is being stored and searched through. That everyone is guilty until proven innocent. We felt like we 
were part of Communist China or Russia. What happened to this world?" 


For once, she'd chosen not to go to the basement. Chosen not to go and continue working. It seemed pointless 
with America closed down. Most of the projects she worked on came from them and she'd heard nothing since 
the attacks. Instead, she sat curled in a deep, comfortable chair in the lounge. The news twittered on the 
television and, on the couch beside her, David dozed, curled up beneath a blanket. He was exhausted, the worry 
and stress shutting him down. All she could see was a mop of blonde hair and a hand gripping the edge of the 
blanket. For the first time in a long time, she felt maternal, desperate to protect the man who lived beneath 
her roof. Slipping from her chair, she sat on the floor beside him and rested a hand against his hip. There was 
a mrrw and DefCon joined them, curling up in the curve of her legs. Stevie's eyes remained on the television, 


the news scrolling across it. What the newscasters knew was only a fraction of what the military would know. 


"The latest images from terrorist torn America show a country which has fallen in to disarray. Cities have 
been decimated and towns are empty. The piles of dead continue to grow on a daily basis and there appears to 
be a heavy military presence on the streets of every town and city. Trains still continue to collect those who 
haven't been reassigned to Relocation Camps. There's still no contact with America and the military, and 
government, are doing their best to establish some kind of link. Aid agencies have been stockpiling food, 


blankets, and medicines but how soon these can be moved is anyone's guess.’ 
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Chairs had been arranged in the shadow of one of the planes. Stevie counted thirty, enough for only the core 
team of people. They would be the only ones who'd know about what was happening. A tight knit group of 
aviation, technical, military, and medical experts, as well as the higher echelons of airport and air traffic 
control management. None of them truly knew what lay across the sea and she hoped that the Chief of 
Defense would be able to fill them in. Alongside the chairs, a trestle table had been set up. It held bottles of 
water and flasks of tea and coffee. At the front stood a large, flat screen television, no doubt for showing 


whatever new images had come in. 


Cradling a mug of tea, she sat on the front row and stared at the open hanger doors. Bright sunlight streamed 
through yet, for the first time that year, she couldn't feel its warmth. Instead, a cool fear settled over her 
and knotted in her stomach. It coiled through her, every doubt she had about what they were going to do 
coming to life. They could wind up dead, or worse. Her greatest fear was being captured by whoever was 
running America. They knew little about what was going on within its borders except that some people were 
being tortured and killed. But why? To create the perfect country? To put fear into others? To show their 
power to the world? It scared Stevie to think that she could become one of those people. That she could be 
captured and taken to one of the camps. What would happen from there? Would she be tortured? How would 
they kill her? 


Slowly others began to file in. The tall, gangly form of her first officer dropped into the seat beside her. As 
always, his chestnut coloured hair was neatly cut and styled, a far cry from her own messy, shoulder length 
red tresses. Glasses were perched on his long nose and he looked over them at her. Stevie gave him a smile 


and a wave. 
"Ready?" she asked. 


"As ready as I'll ever be." Bending forward, he placed a polystyrene cup of tea between his neatly polished 


shoes. "So what do you know?" 
"As much as you do." 


The older man snorted. "You know more than anyone else in this building does." 


Stevie could feel the hackles on the back of her neck rising. As much as she liked Neal, he had a habit of 
rubbing her up the wrong way. Which was probably why he was hired. Someone who was the complete anti- 
thesis to herself. "And you know | can't tell you," she replied. "Besides, you'll find out soon enough." 


Rob and Glen settled behind them, Stevie turning around to greet the other two pilots. Both were in their 
forties and retired from the Air Force. Both of them had the regulatory short back and sides hair cut and the 
poker straight backs. Glen was the smaller, and quieter, of the two with dark hair and dark, soulful eyes to 
match. Rob, known to all as "The Ginger Whinger" had, as his nickname suggested, red hair. Green eyes stared 


back at Stevie and he gave her a toothy grin as he raised his cup. 


"This had better be good, Young One," Rob said. "l'm kind of looking forward to it. Been a while since we did 
anything exciting.” 


Stevie chuckled. "You mean that last tour wasn't enough for you?" 


The redhead snorted and shook his head. "Looking after a bunch of overpaid, under inspired, pussy rockstars? 
Since when did we become a flying creche?" 


"You mean you didn't enjoy chasing them onto the plane?" Neal asked, a glimmer of humour in his eye. 


"Did | fuck! | can think of better things to be doing with my time. Like having a quick forty winks while you two 


get us in the air." 


Sniggering, Stevie looked at the grey floor between her feet. It had been a ride and a half. They'd been hooked 
up with a band who were known for being stupid, getting drunk, and trying to smuggle illegal substances into 
various countries. Normally countries which would see them dangling at the end of nooses if they were caught. 
So, the flight crews had become another pair of eyes alongside the airport security. They'd shaken down people 
and possessions, depositing any narcotics into onboard destruction of medicine kits. Chemicals inside the plastic 
container stopped the active ingredients and, once they landed, the destroyed drugs were unloaded, 


unquestioned, and incinerated. 

David slumped into the seat beside her, a Starbucks take out mug clasped in one hand. 

Stevie gave him a smile. "Okay?" 

He nodded. 

‘Our coffee not good enough for you?" 

Again, he nodded. Around them, men and women had settled down. Stevie recognised her own staff, Mick Paige 
who headed up the engineering department as well as his second in command, Pete Smith. With them was 
Heathrow's managing director. Beside him sat the head of the local air traffic control sector. Among them 
were other men and women. Some she could identify without knowing their names. They had a certain quality 
to them which marked them out as medical staff or military guys. The rest she couldn't put a job to. No 
doubt she'd be getting to know them fairly soon. 


"Good morning ladies and gentleman," a voice announced. 


Looking around themselves, their eyes came to rest on a neat, uniformed gentleman. He walked with purpose 


and stopped in front of them. 


Giving them a smile, he continued, "My name's Lieutenant General Matthew Doherty. I've been sent by the 
Chief of Defence to brief you in whats happening and what we're going to be doing. Okay, here's what we know 


so far. If you haven't got a drink, | recommend you get one because we might be hear for the long haul." 


There was a smattering of laughter followed by the scrapping of chairs as people stood and refilled mugs. A 


few moments later and the scrapping and muttering stopped. 


"Here's what we know," the Lieutenant General said. "The camps you've been hearing about have often been 
referred to as FEMA, relocation, and concentration camps. They're equipped to hold between several thousand 
and several million people and are all located within easy reach of every major town and city. They're linked by 
roads, train, and air. All have the necessary facilities for holding large numbers of people up to and including 
chambers for the execution of single and groups of people. At least one has the disposal facilities for large 
amounts of bodies. We do know that the same camp has interrogation and torture chambers, and we suspect 
that other camps have followed suit. These are the places we believe some of our listed people are being held. 


They will, God willing, be moved to the two airports we're going to use. 


We've also managed to locate the final broadcasts on TV, radio, and the internet before the States locked down 
communications. Internet traffic shows a massive dip in usage in the seconds following the broadcast which 
suggests that it was turned off." Picking up a small remote control, the Lieutenant aimed it at the TV. A still 
image of the US president flickered to life. "This is the final broadcast." 


Sitting back, Stevie focused her attention on the TV. She tried not to think of what was happening, nor of the 
man sitting beside her. Humanitarian aid was their business so she was used to seeing some sights. The dead 
and the dying. The starving sitting beside the mansions of the wealthy. The flooded and the homeless. The flat 


plains where once there had been houses, wiped away thanks to an earthquake. 


Yet they'd never dealt with a country which had completely shut down. The totalitarian governments tended to 
not like outsiders coming in. They didn't want their carefully orchestrated pain to be disrupted. 


Until now. 


Someone inside the US had gone bad. It seemed as though the police state had risen. And she and her team 


were going to knock down the self imposed walls. 


The President, a man in his mid-forties, stood behind his podium. The official Presidential seal was displayed on 
the wooden stand and the curtain behind him. He had a grim look on his face. There was nothing but silence 


coming from the TV. 


"My fellow Americans, it is with great sadness that | must confirm another terrorist attack upon our great 
country. Three hundred coordinated bombs have killed tens of thousands of our countrymen and displaced 
millions more. The bombs are believed to carry radiation and, as a result of that, we have enacted Martial 
Law. The displaced will be taken to relocation camps many miles from the multiple ground zeroes. Food, 


schooling, housing, and medical care will be available to all in these camps. We ask that you follow the advice of 


the law enforcement officers and military personnel. As such, all but essential communications will be cut. 
Because we believe that a single signal was used to detonate all the devices, the internet will be put into 


temporary standby. We ask that you remain calm and help us to help you. Thank you and Godspeed to you all." 
The screen went black and the words Transmission Ends flashed up. 


"That," Lieutenant General Matthew Doherty said, "is the last transmission to come out of the States. We're 
picking up other data streams and are trying to decipher them. We have the technology to do it and as we get 
to know about it, so shall you. We also believe that they may be broadcasting but this will be on secure 
channels. We're hoping that these broadcasts will be hidden in the data we're getting. The military are definitely 
communicating as we've managed to get onto their servers. Interestingly, our satellites have not picked up any 
sign of radiation, leaving us to speculate on whether they were dirty bombs or not” The tall man took a deep 
breath and surveyed the group before him. He started again, "As for fuel, they've managed to stockpile vast 
quantities of liquid fuels and satellite images show the crops which are used in biofuels. The people detained in 
the camps are cultivating foods for themselves and the military. Power plants are being run by civilian labour 
under military guard. We've found camps close to several power plants and assume that they're for housing 
the labour force. Our satellites have also picked up the bare basics of air transport. Presumably they're 
moving military or civilians. Some will, unfortunately, be destined to die. The good news is we do know who is on 
what list and we're currently compiling our own list of who we need to pull from the country. We'll load our 
list, as well as our flight details, onto their servers under another guise. We've discovered that, for the past 
two years, the US has been recruiting military personnel from Russia, North Korea, China, and, unfortunately, 
the UK. We believe this is because the US government couldn't trust its own military to do the job they 
wanted doing. So we're going to send you in as relocation flights. You'll follow normal flight paths to JFK and 
Newark There you'll refuel and pick up your passenger lists. Both flights will depart at the same time and 
follow a route along the coast. This route will push you away from their primary radar at which point you'll 
begin your journey back to London. Unfortunately you'll still be seen on ADS-B but hopefully you'll be able to 
buy yourselves enough time to get away. Or, touch wood" He knocked the table. "They just won't care. These 
are people they're going to kill anyway. It depends how desperate they are." 


Walking along the chairs, he picked up a bottle of water and cracked it open Taking a long drink, he walked back 
to the front and continued, "The whole operation will take less than twenty four hours and each aircraft will be 
flown by one crew." 

"Woah, woah, woah," Rob spoke up from behind her. "How the hell are we supposed to fly for that long?" 

"Each of you will be given a medical team. You will be fitted with a central venous catheter which, in turn, will 
be connected to a tree of syringe drivers. Over the course of the flight, these will automatically drip feed 
between fifty and one hundred milliliters of celeritatine." 


"And if we don't want to take the drugs?" Rob interjected. 


Rolling her eyes, Stevie shook her head. 


"We'll find another crew," the Lieutenant General said. "Trust me, you're going to be well rewarded for your 


bravery.” 


David had insisted on redecorating his room when he'd moved in. He wanted a space he could call his own if he 
was going to be in London for any amount of time. With the help of a sat nav, he'd driven from store to store, 
picking out paints and new furniture. Stevie had come out of her hole and helped paint the walls a light eggshell 
blue. They'd hung new curtains and assembled a new bed. Enough storage for two people had been built. David 
had hoped that Dave would join him at some point, eve if only for a few days at a time. 


Now David wondered if that would ever happen. Desperately he tried to keep the hope alive but, with each 
passing day, it faded a little more. His heart was growing cold, his soul turning to stone. His desperation to find 
out which list Dave was on grew with every passing moment, impatience following in its wake. David's fear knew 
no boundaries, a black snarling monster in the pit of his stomach. A million questions circled his mind. Which 
camp was Dave at? Had he been tortured? 


Pulling on a pair of flannel pajamas, he walked to the dresser at the end of the bed and opened a drawer. 
Digging around, he took out a folded square of black fabric and shook it out. It was a Johnson Motors shirt, 
one he'd taken from Dave before he'd left for London. Smiling softly, David held it close and remembered the 
other gifts he'd found in his cases. Ones secreted there by Dave. Photos and love letters and a batch of 
David's favourite coffee. Promises of many meetings and a long, happy life together. Promises now broken by a 
police state gone mad. 

Dave had known it was coming. David had spoken to him the night before the US fell. David winced as he 
thought back on that call. He'd rushed Dave, himself tired after a long day of chasing Stevie. But among the 
hurried words, David remembered something his lover had said. 

‘Its coming, David" 

"What is?" 

"The end | can feel if." 

"The end of what, Dave?" 

‘Life as we know it." 

"Dont be stupid, sweetheart Its not." 

"H is. | don't know when, but it is." 


David remembered the following day all too well. Even though it had only been a little over a week since the US 


had shut down, it felt as though a lifetime had passed. At 5.03pm, just as they were about to leave the 
airport for the day, news had started to trickle over the airport radio frequencies. Televisions and radios had 
been turned on. Flight boards had changed as split second decisions were made. Flights to the US were 
suspended and those in the air were recalled. If they were over their halfway point, the aircraft diverted to 
any airport they could Some hadn't been so lucky and had landed on US soil. Heathrow had been swamped with 
other airlines from around the world who needed space to land. David assumed that some of the people they'd 


be picking up would be displaced flight crews. 


Sitting on the edge of the bed, David stared down at the crumpled tshirt. His heart ached and his breath came 
in shuddering pants. He wanted it to all be over but another eight weeks of work lay ahead of them. Eight 
weeks, fifty six days, one thousand three hundred and forty four hours. 
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"Thanks to complete silence coming from America, conspiracy theories of what actually happened are beginning 
to spring up. Some believe that it was a deliberate act by the government. Others believe that the US was on 


the brink of civil war." 


The car's radio babbled on, an endless stream of thoughts and opinions in the wake of no real news. Resting 
her head against the passenger window, Stevie watched London crawl by. Bright summer sunlight filtered 
through the haze which hung over the city. The trees in the park opposite the house were in full bloom, 


leaves casting welcoming shade. 


The previous day had seen the briefing. All of them had signed the Official Secrets Act. What they knew, and 
what they were about to do, wasn't just of the utmost secrecy. It was also valuable fodder for a news media 
starved of information. Slowly it was being drip fed to the nation, all of it closely controlled by the upper 
echelons of the government. This was the government few knew about but who Stevie had had a number of 
meetings with. They were the string pullers, the organ grinders, those who controlled the political mouthpieces. 
They were higher than the prime minister, the secret services, and the Queen. They were, in the words of one 


of them, the ones who knew how to get shit done. 


They were also the ones who brought Stevie's brain for briefcases full of crisp fifty pound notes. Unbeknown 
to David, if the Gunship Project started to slip into the red, Stevie would be able to keep it afloat for years. 
She disliked some of what she was asked to do but everything she designed had a secret backdoor built into it. 
If she wanted to shut it down, she could. But, as the shadowy figures at the top of the food chain had 
explained, everything she worked on was for national security. The elaborate defense systems would keep them 
safe. And everything she did bought her more freedoms and more security. There was no way these people 
would let her die without a fight. 


Would she ever die? Stevie somehow doubted it. As long as they had a use for her, they'd keep her going. 


Immortality, for those who could afford it, was just around the corner. 

Her fingers worked into DefCon's soft fur. He lay on her lap, purring away. A multi-coloured harness was 
wrapped around his body with a leash around her hands. The grey cat had no problem traveling. In fact, he 
seemed to reveal in it. Seemed to enjoy getting out of the house. 


"| never asked you how the cat got his name," David said. 


Smiling, Stevie looked at him. "When he was a kitten he used to make a noise like a warning siren. You know, a 


high/low oscillating sound. Sounded like he was trying to warn us of something." 
Stevie saw a flicker of a smile touch his lips. "Cute story." 


"Thanks. Look, | need to talk to you about a new things..." 


"Like?" 
"Dave." 


Stevie watched him stiffen slightly, his hands tightening around the steering. She knew he probably wouldn't 
want to talk. But she needed him to. She needed to know exactly why she was doing this. Needed to keep the 


hope alive in herself. 


"And what happened between you and Mustaine all those years ago," she continued. 
"Please, Stevie." 


"I want to know, and | promise not to tell anyone. Please, David. Please help me keep this dream alive. I'm doing 
this to help you. I'm doing this so that you and Dave can have lots of years together and.. be happy. | need to 
see someone in this world be happy. But | need to join all the puzzle pieces in order to do it” 


It had been a long time since she'd last had a relationship. So long, in fact, that she'd stopped counting. Her last 
one had ended when she'd overdosed. Then she'd taken herself out of the game to concentrate on the charity. 
The loneliness came most night, the embrace of cool sheet and an empty bed. Her mother was desperate for 
Stevie to find someone. But, so far, there was no one. And Stevie blamed herself. She was, in her own eyes, too 
short, too fat, too curvy. Her hair wasn't right, her skin wasn't clear, her hands always seemed to carry the 
grime of her life. It was pointless buying nice clothes because when would she wear them? Jeans and tshirts 
fit better beneath flight suits than any designer dress would. Not that designer dresses came in her size. They 
weren't made for short, fat women. But, as her last assistant had said, Stevie had a few things going for her, 


including confidence, a sense of humour, and a big, welcoming heart. 


Beside her, David sighed. "Mustaine and | had a.. thing. We were together, even after we both got married. | 
couldn't deny my feelings for him. | knew | was gay. He, however, wasn't. Sure, he admitted to being bi, but he 
fell head over heels for Pam. Knew that she was his soul mate. | felt lied to. Deceived. For years | ‘d been that 
person and, overnight, it was all torn away from me. | let it simmer for a very long time and, when he decided 
to split up the band, | flipped. | saw it as my chance to exact revenge for the pain he'd put me through. It was 
at the same time that | divorced Julie and, in a way, | felt like | was battling two divorce settlements. One from 
her and one from him. | was going to use the money from Mustaine to pay Julie. In the end, | wound up on the 


verge of bankruptcy paying them both. And | learned a hard lesson, don't speak ill of your ex-lovers." 
Silence fell over the car before she softly asked, "And your return?" 


"Mustaine decided he didn't want a gay man in his band." David laughed. "The irony, huh? So when | was seen 
out and about with Grohl, that was the end. The bullying got worse and he turned everyone against me; Shawn, 
Chris, all of our techs, venue staff, the lot. | managed to stick it out for a couple more years before | wound 


up here." 


"Oh, Davia." 

He shook his head, hair momentarily streaking his face. "s okay." 

"No, it's not. You're hurting." 

‘It's in the past now, Stevie." 

"| know, but they're coming over here. You didn't have to bring Mustaine over." 
"Yeah, | did." 


"David" Stevie could feel the exasperation boiling through her. "Loyalty means nothing if he showed you fuck all. 
Why does he deserve a chance of life after what he did to you?" 


“Because | pulled the trigger first. | was the first one to snap. He snapped in response." 
"But he kept on snapping." 
"I know. Hopefully saving his life will make him grateful because | don't doubt that he's not on the death list." 


| don't doubt it either," Stevie sighed. 


Standing on the gantry high above the harger floor, David stared down at the empty space. The first of the 
T4Ts, which flew, ironically, under the registration G-ROHL, had gone. It was headed for a service hanger in 
Wales where it would be taken apart, checked, and fixed. Additional hardware was due to be added. 


Leaning on the railing, David watched as people bustled around. Carts of tools and parts were being taken to 
their next hanger where work on the second plane was happening. The first one wouldn't return for three 
weeks. By the time the second one returned, they'd be on their final countdown, the minutes and seconds 


becoming weeks and years. 

There was still no word on whether the twenty six seats had been reserved for them. The same went for the 
lists. No one had said anything about them, nor whether they'd managed to gain access. His stomach felt 
empty, his skin clammy and cold. The not knowing was the worst and the slow passing of time did litte to help. 


The radio at his hip chirruped. Unclipping it, David answered. 


"Can you come to the office, please?" Stevie asked. 


Alan Huff was from the military's IT department. Middle-aged and with short hair and wire rimmed glasses, he 
sat at Stevie's desk with a sophisticated laptop set up in front of him. Stevie paced behind him, a mug of tea in 
one hand. Occasionally her eyes would flick to his monitor, trying to read and decipher the lines of code which 


flowed across the screen. Somewhere behind the letters and numbers was the information they needed. 


"Got it," Alan said. "Sorry for the delay. Had to cover our tracks. They know we're coming in from Boscombe. 


Didn't want them know we're checking in from the airport." 


Turning back to him, Stevie stood behind his shoulder. A form had appeared on the screen with search bars 


for names, addresses, dates of birth, and a myriad of other information. 


"Right, let's take a look for your guys." Stretching his fingers over the keyboard, Alan entered Dave's details 
into the search engine. A moment later and the information they'd been waiting for appeared. Scanning over it, 


Stevie groaned and leaned against the wall behind her. 
Beside Dave's name was a red dot, an indicator he was on the dreaded red list. 
"How do we know if they're dead?" she tentatively asked. 


Alan peered over his shoulder at her. "The dot's black. Right now, looking at this, he's alive." He returned his 
attention to the computer and began scrolling through the gathered information. "Yep, he's being held in 
Washington which is the site of the camp with the large scale kill facilities. It seems to be the place they're 


holding everyone of any importance." 
"Do we know how close they are to killing him?" 


The man shook his head and sighed. "No, sorry." Shifting the chair, he looked at Stevie. "The downside is that if 
they're being held at the kill camp, there's no reason for us to move them. The military already have them 
exactly where they want them. So we have to come up with an excuse for their removal from that camp and 


across the country. We'll need them to be waiting in New York" 
"So what do we tell them?" Stevie asked. 


She could feel the desperation rising again, the cold claws digging into her shoulders and yanking at her 
muscles. Stevie slumped against the wall, her eyes on the computer monitor. 


"We'll come up with something. We'll find different excuses for them to be moved. Or we'll send in our best 
hackers to make it look as though their movement details have been changed by administrators. Don't worry 


about it, Stevie." 


The office door opened and David walked in, a frantic look on his face. 


Stevie gestured him closer. "Come and take a look." 

Her assistant stepped up to the computer and stared at the monitor. A gasp left his lips. 

"And?" David asked. 

"Dave's alive," Stevie replied "He's on the red list, but he's alive." 

She watched as David sagged, one hand clamped over his mouth as he continued to stare at the screen. His 
shoulders began to shake. Stepping closer, she wrapped an arm around David's waist and held him close. Relief 
settled over her, a sense that maybe they were doing the right thing. Yet she also felt for David, his pain 
making her soul ache. She wanted the next few weeks to be over. Wanted them to be back in London. 


"Alive," he murmured. 


"Yeah," she quietly replied. 
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Dear Dave, 


Youre alive! You might be on the red list but, for the moment, youre alive and thats all that matters. The news 
has given me hope that we'll be able to reach you. The final thread we're waiting for is to hear whether or not 
you'll be on board the planes. The waiting is killing me, driving me slowly mad. I hate the wait. Hate not knowing 
when we'll get the news and whether itll be good or bad. I hope and pray that itl be good 


All my love, 
David 


eR 


Lying in bed with his hand wrapped around his cock, David thought back to their first night together. It had 
been a long time since he'd stayed in such a lavish hotel. The pittance Megadeth had pulled in, followed by his 
near bankruptcy, had put paid to anything better than a basic motel. Even when he'd toured, hotels had been 
bland and boring. 


But the one Dave had taken him to had been in a league of its own, a testament to the other man's 
unwavering determination to be the best in the world. The penthouse suite, with three bedrooms and four 
bathrooms, had been divine. The view had been of downtown LA and the dark sky had been dotted with circling 


aircraft. 


As he'd stared at his own reflection another had joined him, the dark haired man walking up behind David. 
Arms had wrapped around David's waist and Dave had kissed his cheek. 


"Come to bed with me, David. Please." 


He knew that Dave could have had anyone he wanted, and probably had. But that single "please" had been so 
filled with need that David couldn't help but step away from the window. His hand had been taken he'd been 


lead to the master bedroom. 


His every whim and desire had been catered for. Any thoughts of Dave's infidelity toward his wife had 
disappeared from David's mind as warm lips had closed over the head of his cock Skilled fingers had stroked 
over his skin, making him shiver and moan. David's back had arched from the bed as the other man entered 
him, fingers scratching welts down Dave's naked skin In that man, David had found the yin to his yang, the one 


person who could connect with him on a deeply intimate level. 


Everything seemed calm and quiet. But how long it would remain that was anyone's guess. 


Sitting at her desk, Stevie stared at all and nothing. Across from her was David's desk Presently it was empty 
and David was elsewhere. An empty coffee mug sat to the right of it with paper stacked in neat piles. Behind 
him were the shelves of files and diaries, the awards they'd won sitting above them. The walls were a dirty 
shade of white, years of grime from themselves, and the previous occupants, ground into the paint. 

On her own computer was a photograph of David and Dave, a reminder of what she was fighting for. If she 
didn't have that then she wouldn't have cared. It would have been another routine humanitarian flight and she 
wouldn't have cared who was on board. She'd have gotten in and out as quickly as possible and not cared 
whether every seat was filled or not. 

Now she had everything to play for. She was rescuing the love of someore's life and all the people who came 
with them. These were real people and not just names and numbers on a list. They had hopes and dreams, as 


well as pasts and, hopefully, futures. 


Tapping a pen against the desk, she knew there was a call she had to make. Take a deep breath, Stevie picked 
up the phone and dialed. 


The phone rang several times before it was answered. "George Watt" 

"George, it's Stevie." 

"Ah, hello. How are you?" 

‘lm good" She bit her lower lip. "Look, | was wondering if you'd made any progress with the seat lists." 


There was a pause, the phone hissing, before the Chief of Defence answered. "We're still working on it. Give me 


another couple of days." 
"Any news on ours?" 


"Not yet, I'm afraid. | don't want to get your hopes up, nor do | want to dash them. This is a carefully planned 


operation, not just a race. When | know, you'll know, okay?" 
"Yeah. Thank you." 
"No problem. And any other questions, you call me." 


"Will do." 


Hanging up, Stevie slumped against the seat. She felt deflated and impotent. There was nothing more she could 
do except wait to see what happened next. All of this was out of her hands. 


David stared up at the second aircraft they'd take. Registered G-ILLY, it loomed over him. It wasn't until you 
were on the ground and looking up that you realized just how big they truly were. They were colossal, 
stretching two hundred and fifty feet from nose to tail and with a wingspan just shy of of two hundred and 
twenty five feet. Resting a hand against one of the giant Rolls Royce engines, David let his eyes wander from 
nose to tail. Hidden beneath the plane's skin were the latest technologies. A system named SkySafe took care of 
the plane in case of an emergency. More artificial intelligence than auto pilot, SkySafe was programmed to take 
over in the case of an emergency. Should the hydraulics fail, the program would take over, recalibrate the 
plane, and carry on flying to the final destination. If it was too damaged to make it, the crew could send it to a 


new destination. 


Not that that would happen. Stevie flew exceptionally well. She should do; she'd been taught by some of the 


best in the world. The technology was there as a safety measure and not a back up. 

"David?" 

He turned and watched as Stevie walked toward him. She was dressed in a band shirt and jeans. For once, her 
trademark smile had disappeared. Instead she looked tired and run down. Acne dotted her jaw line and her skin 
looked sallow. The waiting was obviously taking it out of her as well. 

"Just called the Chief," she said. "No news yet" 


"Didn't think there would be." 


Stevie stopped beside him and brushed strands of messy hair away from her face. Tilting her head back, she 
looked up at the plane. 


"Do you know the real reason we're called the Gunship Project?" 
He shook his head. "No." 


"We fed you some cute little story, right? Something along the lines of there being words | like the sound of 
and that's how it was called what it was." 


"Yeah, that was what your Dad told me." 


Stevie's family were extremely supportive. Her parents had worked in and around the travel industry for 
years. Just as they'd accepted her crazy lifestyle, so they'd accepted his as well. They didn't care who he was, 
where he was from, or who he was in love with. As long as he did his job, they liked him. They lived outside of 
London but David suspected that they'd be visiting for when the flights left. 


"Go and stand by the nose gear and plug in your headset," Stevie said. 


Raising an eyebrow, but staying silent, David did as she said. The small woman trotted off, climbing the stairs 
which stretched up to the open door. Reaching into the wheel well, he unhooked a spare headset and plugged it 
in. 

"Can you hear me?" 


"Yeah, | can hear you," she replied "Okay, take a look at the wings. Look like normal wings, right?" 


David frowned and stepped back. Leaning from left to right, he examined the wings. Four engines, two on either 


side, they looked perfectly normal. 

"Ready?" Stevie asked. 

"Yeah, l'm ready." 

There was a whirring noise, followed by the sound of metal doors opening. Keeping his eyes on the plane, David 
felt his jaw drop as a gun dropped from each wing. They locked into place between the two engines, the dark 
barrels looking straight at him. 


"The fuck-" 


He heard Stevie chuckle softly. "Mbl Vulcan Gatling guns. Six barrels capable of firing six thousand rounds a 


minute. This is our insurance against anything which decides to chase us." 
Stepping forward, David craned his neck to look at where they'd come from. 


"The planes have been modified for us. The guns fold up into specially created wells and the ammunition belts 


run along those." 

"Amazing," he murmured. 

"They are, and they're completely battle tested. We've run simulations over Salisbury Plains." 

"But why?" 

"Why have them installed?" Stevie asked. 

"Yeah." 

"Because we didn't know where we'd wind up," she replied. "Our original aim was just to deliver aid in times of 


crisis. But that can take you into some less than desirable areas. Rather than rely on the Air Force to cover 


us whenever we went in, we employed ex-fighter pilots and handed the planes over to have the modifications 


done." 
"And what you?" David couldn't take his eyes off the plane. "Have you had the training?" 


‘Of course. Although there's only so much you can do in a plane this size. If they're going to come for you, 
they're going to come. But trust me, David, when they see something this big coming at them they tend to 
shit themselves." 


The evening was warm, bringing with it the promise of a hot summer. Not that David's thoughts on what the 


weather would be doing in a few months time. 


Sitting in Hyde Park, a take out coffee clasped in his hands, he watched the set. Fiery tendrils stretched down 
to the trees before disappearing behind them. Around him, London continued with its life. Traffic choked the 
road behind him, their fumes turning the air gritty. Planes soared overhead, engines roaring as they headed to 
anywhere but America. Small knots of people gathered on the grass around him. All were enjoying the sun. He 
wondered if any of them cared about what was happening across the Atlantic. He wanted to go up to them and 
ask their thoughts and feelings. Wanted to try and find some solidarity among others. There had to be other 


ex-pats suffering the same fate as himself. 


Pulling out his phone, David opened up a search engine. Looking for American ex-pats in London, the first result 


was exactly what he was looking for. 


London American Ex-Pat Group. 
Have you been affected by the recent closure of America’s borders? Looking for a loved one or just need a 
listening ear? The American branch of our ex-pat group has opened up an online forum just for you. Weekly 


meetings schedule can also be viewed at the website. Please come and join us 


David stared at the page for a moment before clicking the link. A white page with black writing and a logo 
modelled on the American flag filled the phone's small screen Clicking the "Register" link, he filled in his personal 


details. 
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Ím looking for my husband. Hs name is Pat Marshall, he's forty two, and lives in Albany, New York 


My wife and kids are still in the States. They were supposed to join me three days after the borders were shut 
They live in Richmond, Kentucky. Their names are Amber Lancaster (wife), Amie Lancaster (daughter), and Clinton 


Lancaster. 


My wife (Betty Preston) was on business in Las Vegas at the time of the incident. She's fifty three and works for 


a gaming company. 


Scrolling through the ex-pats forum, his heart breaking at each desperate message. There were hundreds 
from all over the UK. Most were from people who had been working away on business at the time. Others 


were from people who'd been looking to settle in the country only to find their lives cruelly torn apart. 


He'd signed up with an alias. Giving away what they were doing would be fatal, not just to himself but to the 
entire operation. If others found out what they were doing, there would be pandemonium on a scale David didn't 


want to imagine. 
With a heavy heart, he posted his message. 


Missing my boyfriend. Last seen in California Plays with a touring band so could be anywhere in the US. Their last 
stop before this was Miami | just want to get home and find him. 


It was past midnight before Stevie finally managed to settle. Thoughts whirled round her head. A thousand 
different lists and a million different questions. She felt sick with the thought of what they were doing. Flying 
nine month tours were nothing compared to going into a broken country ruled by goodness knew who. People 
were apparently being killed for just their beliefs. America, it seemed, had gone straight back to the Stone Age. 
If your face didn't fit, you were as good as dead. 


On top of that, David wanted her to pick up Mustaine. This was a man who had hurt her assistant. He'd left 
David broken and in pain, only to be picked up and healed by another. And now his new lover was lost 
somewhere in the vast system that had once been the United States of America. 


Taking a deep breath, she rolled onto her side and closed her eyes. Still the images danced across her mind. Still 
she could see what America had become. Were her thoughts the truth? Or just the product of her fertile 


imagination? Only time would tell. 
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"The military continues to try and make contact with authorities within the US. Messages are being sent on an 
hourly basis via radio, phone, satellite, and the internet. So far there have been no responses, leaving many 


people to speculate exactly what is going on within the country." 


It was a warm, sunny Sunday morning. They should have been out in the park across the road, or sitting 
outside a coffee shop. They'd done that in the early days. Stevie had happily showed him around London She'd 
wrapped her hand around his as they'd ridden the London Eye. She'd waved plush toys at him in Hamleys. She'd 
force fed him fish and chips and tea pie until he was blue in the face. His first months in the UK had been 
happy and exciting ones. He'd learned about London's nooks and crannies and discovered the joy of people 
watching in Leicester Square. Suddenly he wasn't a touring musician who running from one city to the next. 


Now he could sit back and relax and enjoy having another life for a while. 

Except that the life he'd wanted had been cancelled. Now he sat, waiting, hoping, and praying for a miracle. 
David's mind constantly moved to his lover. He wondered what was happening Stateside. He wondered how Dave 
was and what he was being held for. Was he being tortured? And why? Because of who he was? Because of 
his views? Was he hated because he campaigned for gay rights and things other than what the authorities 
had deemed a "normal" family? Was it because he wanted to keep America free? 

Pulling his feet up onto the couch, David continued to stare at the TV screen. Beside him, Stevie stared at her 
tablet computer, finger swiping at icons as her eyes flicked between it and the TV. A mug of coffee sat 
forgotten beside her, David's effort at apologising for being so quiet. Normally they chatted. A lot. They talked 
about everything and anything. Stevie was a music fan and, after her initial rejection of him, wanted to know all 
about his life. He'd told her what he could until she'd wormed beneath his skin and he'd confessed to every 
dirty little detail. Not that she was going to tell. She had bigger fish to fry than kiss and telling to the media 
"Do you want to go for a walk?" her voice was quiet, barely audible over the TV. 

He shrugged. "Maybe later.” 

From the corner of his eye, he watched her nod and return her attention to whatever she was doing. 

"David?" 

"Hmmm" 

"Are you scared?" 

He frowned and looked at her. "Scared of what?" 


"Oh this. Of what we're doing. Does it scare you?" 


"Not really no. l'm scared for Dave, yes. But not what we're doing. However, I'm not the person who's going to 


be strapped into the cockpit. Are you scared?" 

Her eyes darted back to her tablet as she nodded. "Yeah," Stevie quietly replied "I'm scared" 
"What are you scared of?" 

She fell silent, her fingers dancing across the tiny computer's screen 

"Stevie?" 


Sighing, she placed it to one side and pulled her feet under herself. Her eyes were wide and filled with fear and, 
in that instant, David felt for her. 


"What am | scared of?" she replied. "Everything. We don't know what we're going into. We could be going into 


some kind of trap and we never make it out alive. It could be worse than we think it is." 


‘Its natural to be scared," he said. Reaching out, he took her hand and squeezed it. "You're still going to do it, 
right?" 


Stevie gave him a small, tight smile. "For you, yes. | have this." She pulled her hand away and picked up her 
tablet, turning it so he could see the background It was a photograph of Dave and himself hugging and smiling. 
‘It's To remind me of why I'm doing this. Because | can't let other people suffer no matter how scared | am. | 


have to battle that fear and do it. And | will. MI win and lIl go. I'll bring Dave home for you." 


David felt his heart wrench at the word "home". Home for them had been California A beautiful house in the 


hills filled with love and music. Now home would be four storey building in the center of London 


"ve had a thought," Stevie continued. "We're going to have a lot of people to rehome. Immigration and the local 
authorities will deal with most of them. But you. You guys are going to be wanted by every media agency 
under the sun. We also own the building next to this one. That's why it's empty.’ 


"You never told me that before." 


Stevie shrugged again. "Sorry. Didn't think | needed to. But yeah, we bought it along with this one. We thought 
we might have staff coming in from different places and housing's tight in London as it is. We've got two 
bands, plus their partners and kids coming in. That's a lot of people. Its going to be cramped but it'll be fine 
until we can get everything sorted And you and Dave are welcome to live in this house for as long as you 
like" She gave him a shy smile. "I like the company and it'll be nice to have someone else around. | hear he's a 


bit of a whiz when it comes to cooking." 


David laughed and nodded. "Yeah, yeah, he does like to cook sometimes. And l'm sure he'll be happy to feed 


your lazy ass." 


She gave him a shocked look. "I am not lazy! | can cook!" 

"Yeah, yeah, Stevie," he laughed. "I've seen your idea of cooking.’ 

Chuckling, she mimed dialling on her phone. "Hello, Puccini Pizza? Can | have a delivery for Bayswater Road, 
please?" She laughed even harder. "Yep, that's my idea of cooking! This body?" She pointed to her curves. "All 
paid for." 

The air of fear and uncertainty had been broken, if only for the moment. David felt himself begin to relax. 


"So, what do you want for dinner tonight?" he asked. 


Stevie looked at him with mischief in her eyes. "Pizza?" 
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The news never changed. It was the same fifteen minutes of non-news repeated over and over. Nothing new 
was being said about the situation in America. It made Stevie both scared, and confident, of what was to come. 
On the one hand, the military was refusing to release exactly what was happening, meaning it could be worse 
than anything they could imagine. On the flip side, nothing new meant that the situation was possibly stable and 
okay for them to go in to. She didn't know the reactions they would receive upon trying to evacuate twelve 


hundred people; it was all being kept under lock and key. They'd do their best to evade detection 

Sitting at her desk, she began prepping the flight plans. They were nothing out of the ordinary, it was a route 
she'd flown a million times before. And with no other air traffic to worry about, they had a lot of leeway 
should the shit hit the proverbial fan and they had to fight back. Their second plane, the one bearing the 
registration G-ILLY, had gone to be checked over while the first one had been returned a few days before. 
The phone to her right began to ring and she answered it, "Gunship Project. Stevie speaking. How may | help?" 
"Stephanie, it's George Watt" 

"Mornin, George. What have you got for me?" 

"Your lists are ready. I'm sending them over now." 

Stevie felt the excitement grow, her stomach tightening in response. A message appeared on her screen telling 
her that a secure connection had been established. Her email program opened itself and there, at the top, was 
a message from the Chief of Defence. 

"Take a look," the voice on the other end of the phone said 

Opening it, she clicked the attachment. The spreadsheet program started and lists of names appeared in front 
of her. The first one carried her name at the top, along with the registration of her plane. Holding her breath, 
she let her eyes glance down it, desperate to pick out the ones she was looking for. 

And there, between Granger and Grove was the name she was looking for. 

Grohl, D. 

Stevie gave a whoop of joy, her face breaking into a wide smile. 


"They're all on there, Stevie. Every last one you asked for.” 


"Thank you." She took a deep breath, excitement winding through her. "Thank you so much." 


‘Its okay. Its the least we could. There's a few other things we need to speak about, but we can leave that 


until later." 

"Thanks." 

Hanging up, she slumped in her seat and stared at the screen. High in the corner, the TV babbled its 
continuous loop of news. The sounds of the airport reached her ears, the high screech of breaks and the dull 


thud of heavy vehicles moving around. Her arm felt like lead as she lifted it and reached for the radio. 


"David? Can you come to the office, please?" 


David had been talking logistics with airport management when Stevie had called. The powers that be had 
agreed on letting both planes leave early in the day. That way it would still be morning when they arrived 
Stateside. Hopefully it would buy them the confusion that came from the early morning slog. 

Making his way back, he found Stevie pouring over laser-printed sheets. 

"Okay?" he asked. 

There was a smile on her face when she looked up. "Come here and take a look." 

She held out a sheet of paper. Taking it, David let his eyes drift to the single, high-lighted line. 


His vision began to swim and he leaned back against the desk "Fuck Fuck, Stevie, we did it. We did it, didn't we?" 


Her hand gently rubbed the small of his back. "We did. But the battle's only half won. It doesn't mean he's safe 
yet. He's just on a manoeuvres list. But yeah, we're going in to get him. Just pray that the next few weeks go 


smoothly.” 

She dropped her hand and, from the corner of his eye, he watched Stevie get back to work. 

"Any other news?" he asked, 

"Yeah. Border control and immigration will meet us here. Rather than send these poor people through the main 
terminals, they'll be processed in one of our hangers. Accommodation is also being arranged for non-UK 
residents. There aren't many and we're looking after a good number of them. The others will be put up in 
hostels until better housing is found. Unfortunately everyone's going to be checked, including the Brits. The 


government don't want anyone who's become a double agent in the country." 


"And if they find anyone like that?" David asked. 


"We have high security prisons. They'll be sent there until the government decides what to do with them." 
"You guys don't have the death penalty for traitors any more, do you?" 


"Nope," she replied. "But people can be made to disappear quite easily." Stevie turned to look at him, a haunted 
look in her eyes and David got the strange feeling that she knew more than she was letting on. 


"| wish we could leave now," he murmured. 


"So do |," Stevie replied "The waiting's the fuckin’ worst. And, as much as | hate to say it, anything could 
happen" 


He nodded and glanced back to the paper. Dave's name burned into his brain. But, as Stevie had said, anything 
could happen. The worst part was that they didn't know exactly what could happen. More attacks? The entire 
country being further disabled? Dave's death? David's only hope was that they made it on time. That nothing 
would hold them up or keep them back. What if the weather was bad on the day they were leaving? No, that 
couldn't happen. They were going in summer, presumably for that reason. Although British weather had a habit 
of changing fairly rapidly. It could be sunny today and snowing tomorrow. It was as unpredictable as a person's 


moods. 
"What about the drugs they're going to give you?" he asked. 


"We'll go into hospital a few days beforehand. They're fitting something into the neck," Stevie explained. 
“Apparently we're all going to different hospitals. Something to do with security. I'm signed up for London's 
university hospital.” 


"Do you want someone to go with you?" 


She looked up at him, a soft smile on her lips. "I'd like that, yes." 


Time was a strange mistress. Sometimes she sped by, events feeling as though they had never happened. 
Other times she hung like a weight around the neck, dragging a person down and threatening them with the 
dying gasps of eternity. 


Standing in the arrivals hall of terminal five, Stevie watched planes come and go. All of their movements were 
dictated by Lady Time, each action scheduled down to the second. And if one action was missed then money 
was stacked against the seconds they gained. For Stevie, it felt as though time had stood still. Six weeks had 
crept by since the attacks in America. A month had passed since they'd discovered that they would be flying 
to the States. Yet it felt like an eternity. She marked the passage with tiny events; phone calls, planes being 
serviced, emails arriving, lists being drawn up. Each was a tiny step closer to that moment they would leave. 
Each was another second notched into the bed post of the year, taking them one tiny step closer to their final 


goal. 


A British Airways plane rolled along the tarmac, making its way to the runway. On board would be three 
hundred passengers, all of them desperate to get to their final destination For them, the next few hours would 
feel like days, another of time's canny deceptions on the human mind. The plane halted before her window. It 
stretched its ailerons and flicked its rudder, a giant beast seemingly alive. In a few moments, it would be 


thundering down the runway before escaping gravity and making for the sky. 


Stevie suddenly felt lonely. People came and went around her, all running for flights. She just stood still, her 
eyes firmly fixed on the ground outside the window. She had a team of people working for her, making sure 
every last thing was in order. Yet none of them had to step across that threshold and into the plane. They'd 


all be safe, back in London, waiting on their return. 


That was if they returned. It would be naive to think that everything was going to go smoothly. To even 
imagine that they were going into a situation that was remotely normal was stupid. No one knew what would 
be waiting for them at the other end. They could make it in and out with ease. Or they could wind up dying. No 


one knew. 


She felt as if she had no one to talk to. David wasn't an aviation person. He didn't understand the risks that 
were involved. Sure, every flight had its risks, you were dicing with physics at the end of the day. But the 
rescue ones to the States had a whole other string of problems attached to them. David's focus was on 
bringing a single person home. Stevie's was getting in and out as quickly and as easily as possible, hopefully with 
two fully loaded planes of passengers. 


In the shadow of Gunship Three, a military operation was being set up. Sitting on the metal staircase, David 
watched as tables were set in lines. Chairs were placed behind them and computer monitors set up. At the 
front of them were large screens used, he was told, for tracking the planes. Even though they'd have no radio 
contact with them as the planes closed in on America, they'd still be able to track them via ADS-B, Automatic 
Dependent Surveillance Broadcast was slowly replacing conventional radar. In their case, it was both a blessing 
and a curse. They'd be able to keep an eye on the aircraft once they left British airspace. At the same time, 
the Americans could also see them coming and going. The return journey was the problem as the US had been 
told that Stevie and company were moving the passengers to another part of the US. Instead, they'd be making 
it back across the Atlantic. 


Stepping down into the hanger, David approached a dark haired man dressed in fatiques. General Lewis was 


overseeing the installation and would, on the day, be heading up the whole operation. 


David coughed politely and the man turned to look at him. Green eyes pierced through him and David felt his 


jaw tighten. It took a moment for the man to focus and, when he did, he gave David a small smile. 


"Mr Ellefson, what can | do for you?" 


‘Im just curious, sir, how you're going to handle the return journey? The aircraft will be visible to American 


air traffic control." 


"The ADS-B only extends for one hundred to two hundred miles. Once they're over the sea, they'll be fine. But 


we're going to hack the American's system anyway and give them something else to look at" 


David smiled and nodded. But, deep down, he still had a sense of unease. He couldn't put his finger on what was 
causing it. 


"Any other questions, Mr Ellefson?" 


"No, not at the moment" David waved his hand toward a table set up with drinks. "Help yourselves to tea and 
coffee. Give me a shout if you need anything." 


The General smiled. "Will do. Thank you." 


Giving the uniformed men one last look, David made his way back to the office. His computer chirruped with 
new emails. Making himself a coffee, David sat down and began going through them. Still they were getting 
requests to carry aid to the States. David sent all of them an apology email, explaining that they still weren't 
flying. He didn't let on that they soon would be. 


Scrolling through them, one caught his eye. He didn't recognise the sender but the subject line turned him cold. 
Dave Grohl Conspiracy 

Taking a deep breath, David opened the email. Someone calling themselves "Roswell" had written pages and pages 
of text, all of them relating to how Dave fitted in with what was happening within the States. The author 
pointed out how Dave's publishing and record companies were facades for a far larger agenda The names of 


the companies were laid out, hinting that Dave knew more than he did. 


The words chilled him, a shiver snapping along his spine. He would have dismissed them as the flights of fancy 


of an unstable mind if it hadn't been for the final sentence. 


Dave Grohl is no longer any use to the powers that be. He is being held at the camp in Washington. Hs execution is 


imminent. 
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"Stevie!" With a copy of the email clutched in one hand, David careened through Gunship One's hanger. He 
dodged staff and army personnel alike, blinded by the words he'd read. 


"Stevie!" 

People scattered before him, a few directing him toward the aircraft's steps. Throwing himself up them, David 
dived into what normally would have been the first class cabin. Now it was crammed with the maximum 
amount of seats, ready to carry its passengers to a new, and safe, life. 

Except for Dave. 

The cockpit door was open and he could just see Stewie's shock of bright red hair over the top of the left 
hand seat. Skidding in, David thrust the paper at her before collapsing into the opposite seat. Drawing in heavy 


breaths, he watched Stevie read. 


“Bunkum," she mumbled. "Complete crap. Nope. Couldn't be further from the truth.” Stevie looked up at him. 
"This guy has no clue what he's talking about. Why are you corresponding with kooks?" 


‘lm not," David gasped. He waved at the paper. "Keep reading." 


Stevie turned her eyes back to the paper. It looked as though she was going to say something. Then she 
reached for her cell phone. David could feel his heart pounding as she dialled a number. 


"Hello, Mr Huff? It's Stevie. Can you take a look at Dave Grohl's file again, please?" There was a pause before 
she explained, "We've had an anonymous email saying that his execution is imminent. We want to know if we 
need to move this operation forward." 

David could hear his heart pounding as silence fell over the cockpit again. In front, and above him, were vast 
arrays of buttons, switches, leavers, and screens, none of which he understood. From the corner of his eye, 
he watched Stevie and when she leaned forward to rest her head against the yoke, David's heart dropped. 
"Ten days," she murmured. "We've got ten days?" 

David watched her sigh, the chill in his stomach growing by the second. 


"Okay, Alan, thanks. I'll call George.” 


She switched off the phone and looked up at him. Stevie's face was haunted, her eyes dark. David could tell 
that she was trying to hold herself together. 


"We've got ten days," she repeated. "Ten days until he dies. I'l make the call and see if we can leave sooner." 


Even from in the kitchen Stevie could hear David's sobbing. It had started from the moment they had walked 
through the door. He'd left her and gone upstairs, obviously desperate to conceal his pain and grief. Stevie 
couldn't blame him and, as she cradled a mug of tea close, she listened as his crying rose and fell. It shot 
through her, a spear to the heart. She would have been the same. If anyone she loved was threatened with a 
premeditated date with death, she'd be begging and pleading and doing all she could to stop it. Their problem 
was the several thousand miles that lay between them and Dave. There was no one they could speak to. No 
one they could appeal to. And, even if they could, would the powers that be listen? Or would they snuff out 


Dave's life anyway? 


Lowering her head, Stevie fought back her own tears. They stung her eyes and her throat tightened. She 
wanted to do more yet she'd been told to wait. Their departure had been moved forward and they were due to 
leave in five days. The military were working around the clock to make sure that the movement orders were 
in place for everyone on the lists. In the morning, she'd go to hospital and have the catheter fitted. It would 
filter the stimulants into her system to keep her awake during their marathon journey. The use of drugs was 
against several laws but this was the military they were talking about, people who were famous for having 
tested various substances on their own people. But Stevie was going to have to trust them, just as she'd 
trusted them in the those fragile, post addiction years of her life. George had reassured that what she would 
be given wasn't addictive. At the end, there would be one final injection to help flush the drug from her body. 


The atmosphere of the house was heavy around her as she made a coffee. Slowly Stevie made her way 


upstairs and knocked gently on David's door. She heard his sobbing fall to a sniffle. 

"David?" 

Nothing. 

"David, | made you a coffee if you want it." Stevie took a deep breath. "And l'm here if you want to talk” 

She heard a soft cough and the sound of David moving around. Clasping the mug in both hands, she waited. 
"You can come in, if you like." His voice sounded rough and hoarse. 

Stevie's heart broke as she opened the door. Photographs, letters, and mementos of another life were 
scattered over the floor. A video played on David's iPad and an old shirt was tossed over the end of the bed. 
Amid it all sat David, hair streaking his face and his eyes reddened with tears. Kneeling down, she offered David 
the drink, one he willingly took. Her eyes moved over the scattered papers, taking in the images and words. 


Letters from Dave and photographs of the happy couple. Stevie had to admit that David and Dave looked 
amazing together. So full of life as though the others presence had healed something deep within them. 


"We're going to get him," she softly said "Whichever way, we're going to get him, | promise.’ 


David looked at her, his hazel eyes filled with a sadness that she couldn't comprehend. If he'd still been in 
America, David may have been given the chance to witness his partner's death, to offer comfort in those final 
few moments. But it wasn't possible from afar. On top of that Dave was being executed for what? Speaking out 
against his government? Having beliefs that whoever was in power didn't approve of? Stevie was trying to find 
out exactly what was happening Stateside and who was in danger of being killed Unfortunately there were a 
million and one different theories. All could be right, or all could be wrong. She had no idea of knowing and being 


unable to piece the puzzle together was frustrating her. 


Picking up one of the photographs, Stevie studied it. It showed Dave and David in a restaurant somewhere. 
They leaned close and wore serene, happy smiles. They looked so in love, something Stevie hadn't felt in a long 
time. She struggled with that, unsure of her own body and sexuality. Finally she'd given up and dedicated 
herself to her job. But she could still feel the ache of true love and the pain of the ocean which divided David 
and Dave. Her throat felt dry and her eyes felt raw. Dropping the photo back to the floor, Stevie sat before 
David and sobbed. 


‘lm sorry," she choked. "I'm so, so sorry. | wish there was more | could do. | wish | could do it right now. 


Please forgive me. Please." 


David wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Through the fog which filled her mind, Stevie could 
hear his crying. Could feel his body shaking against her own 


"IFs okay," she heard him say. "You're doing your best" 


Hospitals still made David feel ill. He'd seen enough of them over the years, especially in his younger days. 
While the exterior may have been all futuristic looking with glass and steel but the inside still resembled a 
hospital. The corridors were spotless and polished and the waiting rooms were still home to six month old 
magazines. They still smelled of cleaning products, masking the stench of the unknown. 

David placed an old issue of Time to one side and pulled out his Blackberry. Several emails had come in on his 
work account. One said that Gunship Two had been returned from maintenance. Another confirmed that their 
flight plans had been filed and that west of Shannon was theirs alone. None were from his mysterious contact. 
Whoever it was had no reason to contact him now, the information of Dave's scheduled execution having been 
confirmed. Putting the phone back in his pocket, David looked at Stevie. She sat silently beside him, head down 
and gazing at the brown carpet. Her hands were clasped in her lap. 

"How you doin'?" he asked. 

She nodded, not look up at him. 

"Okay?" he pressed. 

She sighed. "Yeah. Doin’ fine." 

"Sure?" 

Again, she nodded. An awkward silence fell over them and David turned his attention to the window. Grey cloud 
hung over London, the sun desperately trying to fight its way through. Outside it was warm but a coolness 
hung over the hospital. 

"Did you always want to be a pilot?" he asked. 

Stevie chuckled and looked at him. Hair fell in her eyes and, beyond the smile, David could see her fear. 

"No," she replied. "| wanted to be a drummer before | was stupid and got hooked on drugs." 

"You're kidding?" 

She shook her head and brushed the hair back. "Nope. It's why there's a kit down in the Bunker.” 


David frowned. "But I've never heard you play." 


Stevie shifted in her seat, her attention now firmly on him. "I don't get the time now. Whenever I'm down 


there, l'm working on something or another. And with what's happened abroad, | just don't feel like it" 


"Fair enough." Glancing at the far wall, David studied a print which hung there. It was one of the Masters, one 
he couldn't identify. "Why don't you give it a go. Might help with the stress." 


"David, | just don't feel like it right now. Besides, I'm kinda rusty. Its been a while." 
"Been a while since | last played as well," he said with a smile. "Been a really long while." 


"So, you and Dave..." Stevie's voice trailed off. "You've never really told me how you two hooked up. | know the 


potted version but that's all." 


David smiled and leaned back into the small, uncomfortable chair. "We met at an awards ceremony, started 
talking, and that's pretty much it. | was divorced and Dave, well-" He sighed and shrugged. "I could have been a 
fling, a one night stand, or an affair. But no, he wanted to be with me for some reason. It was nothing to do 
with his wife, or the kids. They'd done nothing wrong. He suddenly felt a change of heart. Felt like being with a 
woman wasn't for him any more. He doesn't love them any less. If anything, he loves her more for giving him 
the freedom to be who he wants to be." David smiled softly. "That's a big thing for anyone, especially someone 
married to a person like Dave. They're all well cared for, he makes sure of that. And why not? They've loved 


him and supported him for many years." 

"How did the girls respond to you?" 

"They were a little apprehensive but soon | was just "Daddy's Friend’.” 

"How did you feel?" Stevie asked. 

“Awkward. Well, you would" David shrugged. "| was a home wrecker. | was the one who'd torn apart a family. 
What people didn't realize was that they had an arrangement anyway. Dave wanted companionship and a family 
and he got it. They knew he may not hang around forever, nor remain faithful. At the end of the day, it was 
nothing more than a business arrangement, Stevie. He got company, love, and a family, and they spend the rest 
of their days being financially secure." Sighing, he looked at the floor. "Not that it matters now. No amount of 
money is going to get you out of what's happening.” 

The waiting room door opened and David looked up to see a white-coated doctor walk in. 

“Stephanie Mac?" the doctor asked. 


Beside him, David watched Stevie look up. "Yeah," she replied. "That's me." 


"I'm Doctor Haines. I'll be fitting the catheter. If you follow me, we'll get started.” 


Stevie didn't like needles. She didn't like medical situations. Lying on a bed with her head slightly lowered, she 
looked at the white wall. David held her hand, squeezing her fingers from time to time. Slowly the local 
anesthetic was beginning to take hold, numbing the point in her neck where the entry would be made. The 
drugs needed to be administered continuously over a twenty four hour period and the best way to get them 
into the system, besides twenty four separate injections, was through the neck's main vein. Other sites on her 
body had been ruled out due to the possibility of needles being knocked out. The central venous catheter was a 
pipe which was pushed into her body, lessening the risk of it being pulled out. 


Behind her, she could hear the medical staff moving around. An ultrasound had already been taken of the area 
they wanted to use and the insertion location identified. 


The doctor rested a hand on her shoulder. "How are you doing, Stephanie?" 

"Numb." She managed to smile. "You couldn't have knocked me out for this, could you?" 

‘lm afraid not. Do you have any questions?" 

"Yeah. How widely tested are these drugs?" 

"Very," he replied, voice still calm. "They're approved for people like yourself who need to remain alert for long 
periods of time. The body will break them down normally. At the end of it, we'll give you a final injection which 
will help bring you back down. Without it, the wait time for the effects to subside is between thirty six and 
forty eight hours. And you're going to be wanting to go to bed when you return’ 


"Are they addictive?" she asked. 


"Only as addictive as you make them. But your past history with drugs has been taken into consideration which 


is one of the reasons we're using this particular one. Are you ready?" 
Closing her eyes, she nodded. "As ready as I'll ever be." 


Fingers rubbed along the exposed part of her neck and a moment later there was the sharp, cold feeling of a 
needle being pushed in She hissed and tried to remain still. David squeezed her hand. 


"IFs okay," she heard him say. "It's okay. [tll be over in a minute." 

Time seemed to stand still as the catheter was carefully introduced to her body. Stevie felt her body tense 
and sweat beaded along her forehead. Her chest felt tight and her breathing was coming in short, irregular 
gaps. The pain snapped through her, all of it centered on the single spot in her neck. She could feel the length 


of tube slowly being eased in 


Finally, it was over and the doctor crouched down into her line of sight. Stevie gave him a tight smile. 


"One chest x-ray to make sure it's in place and then you're free to go," he said. 


Stevie lay on the couch, moaning quietly to herself. The spare lumens had been tape to her shoulder, ready to 
be used when necessary. Placing a mug of tea on the low table beside her, David leaned in to take a closer look 
at the catheter. 

"How you feelin?" he asked. 

"Sore." 


"Looks a little red" 


"IFs going to," Stevie muttered. "It's only been in a couple of hours." She glanced at the tea. "Did you make it 
properly?" 


"Yes," David replied with a smile. 
"In a teapot?" 

"Yes." 

"For three minutes?" 

"Yes." 


Stevie grinned at him though her face remained weary. She reached out to pat his head. "Good American, good 


boy. We'll make a Brit out of you yet." 


Laughing softly, he sat in the chair beside her. "Kinda hoping you will seeing as my own country's gone to the 


wall." 
"Do this one operation and l'm sure immigration will be more than happy to change your visa 


David turned his attention to the TV. Something about the end of the world was playing across the screen. 
That was all that had been on the television and the newspapers, a result of the situation across the Atlantic. 


Disaster, much like sex, sold newspapers and advertising space. 


Curling his legs into the seat, David leaned against the arm rest. Three walls of the living room were white 
while the one which held the TV was decorated with a red and black wallpaper. A fireplace stood beneath the 
TV. On the wall behind them was a large canvas, the image one which Stevie had taken of the Las Vegas strip. 
A few books were piled beside the couch Stevie lay on, their laptops and iPads sitting out on the rug. A cream 


carpet sat beneath the rug. It was the only part of the ground floor which was carpeted, the rest having been 
left as bare floorboards. David had discovered why the first time Stevie had come home covered in dirt and 
grime. Shoes were kicked off by the front door and a small shower room beside the kitchen meant that none 


of the filth was transferred to other parts of the house. 
"Did you ever trace that email?" he asked. 

"The one from the unknown source?" 

"Yeah." 


"Yep, IP address was in Russia and the email account was used just for that. That was much as | got. Even | 


can't outsmart some of the Russian hackers, David" 


He fell quiet again. A few thoughts rolled through his mind and he knew there were things he needed to say to 
Stevie before she left. 


Taking a drink of his own coffee, he said, "Did you know Dave's marriage was arranged?" 
"Sorry?" He heard the shock in Stevie's voice. 


"Yeah," David continued. "Management didn't like that he preferred men. It was bad for business. The music 
industry don't like it when people stray from the acceptable and Dave was one of the most bankable stars in 
the business. So they worked out his type and went through the books of various agencies to find him a 
woman. You know he had a thing with Taylor, right?" 


"Nope, hadn't heard that," Stevie replied 


"Yeah, him and Taylor were together for a long time before the higher ups started intervening. So management 
found Dave someone petite and blonde, orchestrated a meeting and the rest, they say, is history.” 


"Fuck. Did he know?" 


David shook his head. "Not until later on. He went fucking nuts when he found out and rightly so. But it was too 
late. He was married, as happy as he could be, and had kids. Didn't stop him firing that management company 
and hiring another. Not that it mattered. It was the people at the top pulling the strings. And not the CEO's of 
those companies but the people who owned them. All the management and record companies are owned by the 
same three or four people so he jumped from one ship and onto another owned by the exact same people. 
Even when he decided to go it alone, these people were still influencing his life. Whether through producers, 
promoters, or any of the other thousands of people who work in the industry. You don't let someone who can 
pull in millions on a single show sail by themselves. Money's power and they wanted to squeeze every last egg 


from the golden goose that was the Foo Fighters." 


"But you told me a different story in the hospital," Stevie remarked. 


"Yeah, | told you mine and Dave's story. Now l'm telling you the real story. There's always a lot of sides to 
every story, Stevie; mine, Dave's, Jordyn's, and the truth." 


"How did he find out?" 


David took a deep breath. He could still see the papers Dave had shown him. Papers that the singer had 
somehow managed to get hold of. Faxes and emails from people who didn't even sign them, papers dating back 
to his time in Nirvana when the powers that be had already got their eyes on him. Information which pointed 
to how Dave's life would play out, projected sales for a band which, in 1993, hadn't even existed. At the bottom 
of one sheet had been Dave's handwriting, an angry scrawl which had spelled out six words: /m just another 


soul for sale. 


"Someone ‘fessed up, | believe," David said "So he went hunting and, being who he is, managed to find out 
exactly what had gone down Oddly enough, the person who told him disappeared not long afterwards. Something 
to do with debts. But that's another story." 


He heard Stevie shift and he turned to look at her. She was propped against the arm of the couch, her knees 


drawn up to her chest. "How long was it before you met?" 
‘Couple of years.” 
"Do you think it's why he was targeted?" 


"No, | don't. | believe he was targeted because he was trying to escape the machine he'd become a part of. 
Dave felt like he was living a lie and, essentially, he was. He'd been cohered into playing the loving family man 
when, in reality, he wanted to settle down with Taylor. Their music, as far as | know, was their own. | know it 
was with Megadeth but | don't know how much of a part of that machine we were. The only person who would 
know would be Mustaine. But look at him." David sighed and shrugged. "We could spend hours speculating on it. 
Metallica made it far bigger than he ever did. Did they have more people pulling strings for them? Or was 
Mustaine and Megadeth destined to be at the bottom of the pile because of his mouth? Or was he a 
mouthpiece for another agenda? Who knows. | certainly don't. But Dave had started to say things which 
obviously the drivers of his machine didn't like. Or he did exactly what they wanted him to and now he's 


useless. We may never know. He certainly will probably never know." 

He watched Stevie shiver and hug her knees. "So why didn't he go back to Taylor once he'd broken free?" 
"Because Taylor didn't want their relationship to be made public. Its why you never heard of them. Dave 
wanted to be free to be with whoever he wanted and be seen in public with them. As a couple, not just as 


friends. You guess is as good as mine as to why he picked me." 


Stevie grinned. "Because you're cute?" 


Smiling, David dipped his head, the blush scorching his cheeks. "Am not." 

‘Oh, come on, you're cute. Admit it. Other than that you have an awesome personality." 
"Thanks." 

"So why are you telling me all of this, David?" 


"Because you know what it's like to be the boss and still have unseen hands pulling the strings. That, and | knew 
you wouldn't think | was fucking nuts." 


Stevie slid from the couch and collected her mug. Drinking the last of her tea, she picked up David's empty cup 
and gave him a lopsided smile. "Damn right | do, and damn right | don't. Welcome to the Gunship Project, the 


one place on earth where the conspiracy theories are most likely true." 


2 


"The registration details of the planes have been changed on the FAA and CAA databases. No longer do they 
belong to the Gunship Project. Instead, they belong to Sentinel Aviation, a company specialising in the mass 


transit of human cargo." 


Sitting beside Neal, Stevie stared at the ring bound book as she listened Lieutenant General Matthew Doherty. 
The book contained the itinerary for the coming days and its pages would have to be memorised. Anything 


which could potentially give away their true identities was banned from being on board. 


"The original details," the Lieutenant General continued, "are being stored on a secure, offline server and will go 
live again once the operation is complete. Your call sign has been changed from Indigo Zulu Yankee to Foxtrot 


Oscar Oscar." 
That caused Stevie to snigger. 
| know you find it funny, Ms Mac but l'm sure you can appreciate why we're using it" 


She smiled and looked into his eyes. "It's not like we want to give away that we're operating ghost flights, or 
anything.” 


"You're smart, Ms Mac, I'll give you that. Yes, we're hiding it in plain sight, so to speak. Foo, a variation on, and 
less obvious, than UFO. While we will have identification, it will be under a completely different guise." 


The term ghost flight had two, very different, meanings. The first, and most well known, were planes which 
crashed. Often they'd flown for many hours, losing all contact with air traffic control before crashing. 


Investigations revealed that passengers and crew had succumbed to a lack of oxygen and with no one to safely 


fly the craft. 


The second, and more terrifying, use of the term was for flights which carried passengers to secret torture 
sites. All knowledge of such flights was strongly denied until such a time when the public and media demanded 
an answer. Even then, the issue was shrugged off as something security services needed to do to keep the 


world safe. 


"Ms Mac will head up the first flight, which will leave at zero seven thirty hours and will land at JFK. Mr 
Harris will head up flight two, which will leave at zero seven thirty five hours and will land at Newark-Liberty. 
British Airways are kindly loaning us some of their cabin crew who will board the passengers and perform 
their duties as normal. We do not want any of the flight crew to leave the cockpits unless it is absolutely 
necessary. This is a security measure and the reason you'll be kept awake. The cockpit doors will be kept locked 
at all times and you are not to leave until you return to Heathrow. This is to prevent as little information as 
possible getting into the hands of American authorities. While we've written up new background profiles for 
you, it is not beyond the realms of imagination that they will want to know more. The less they see of you and 


the less they speak to you, the better." The Lieutenant General stopped and took a drink of water before he 
continued, "Cabin CCTV has been fitted with facial recognition software. This is to help the boarding process. If 
anyone Stateside even suspects this entire flight is a fraud, then they will try and stop it. This may be by 
boarding their own agents or by other means. The software has collected the necessary data of all of our 
passengers. If some of it does not fit then that person will be denied boarding." 


Stevie started past the uniformed man and at the hanger doors. They'd been cracked open and, through them, 
she could see the normal day to day life of the airport. A tug rolled across the tarmac directly in front of 
the hanger, going to a gate somewhere to pick up an aircraft. That aircraft would, hopefully, be going 
somewhere nice. Paris, Barcelona, Mumbai. A place where people could explore and, for a few days, lose 
themselves. It was what she wanted to do. She wanted to be back traveling the world. Back to seeing new 
places, albeit only for a few hours. She needed a break Maybe, once she returned, she'd take one. 


"Passenger lists have been finalized and these will be with you after the meeting. There will be final medical 
checks on the morning of departure. | think," the Lieutenant General said, "that's all for the moment. See you 


all in three days." 


Stevie's house sat directly opposite Hyde Park. The four storey, I9th Century townhouse had been gifted to 
her by the singer of one of the bands she'd worked with. It put her on a direct Underground line to Heathrow, 
leaving her more time to follow her other interests and less time fighting with public transport. She had, if 
David understood correctly, lived in a one bedroom apartment in the north of the city before her own kindness 


had paid off. 


Hazy, early summer heat hung over the park. People lay on the grass, soaking up the last rays of sun at the 
end of a long work day. The weekend was closing in on them. Sadly, David knew he wouldn't be able to enjoy it, 
confined instead to the hanger as he watched the planes progress across the Pond. 


Sitting in the shade of one of the trees, he watched people come and go. Beside him, Stevie leaned against the 
trunk, knees pulled up and a book resting on them. Her shoes lay beside her as she curled her toes into the 


cool grass. 


Coming out of the house had been her idea. They'd all but fallen into a state of grief as they waited for the 
hours to count down They barely spoke and barely ate, drifting like ghosts from one room to another. Stevie 
had wanted to see the park one last time. Had wanted to sit outside and soak up the sun. Because, she'd said, 
she didn't know if she'd see it again 

"You'll see all of this again," David said. 


Shuffling back, he sat beside her. Stevie looked up from her book and gave him a small smile. 


"| know," she replied. "But sometimes the fear in us is greater than our confidence. | don't know." She sighed and 


closed her book. "It just feels like this is the end. That something is going to go wrong. | can't put my finger on 
exactly what. But I've got that feeling, you know?" 


David nodded. "Yeah, | know that one all too well. Sometimes | regret not listening closer to what Dave was 


saying. | wrote it off as the ramblings of a creative mind. Too late now.’ 
It's not too late. We're going to get him. That's all that matters." 
‘| know," he sighed. "I know. So what's scaring you?" 


Its nothing at this end, more at their end We don't know what we're going in to. No one of us have had any 
contact with the States. We're going on what the military are telling us.’ 


David looked at her, a little shocked by her confession "Do you not trust them?" 


"I trust them with my life," Stevie replied. "In fact, | owe them my life. But, as you said, there are people we 
don't know about pulling the strings. Who's pulling the strings for this operation? It's probably not just George. 
He may have suggested it. But who's higher than him? Who's leaning on him for a favour? George will know far 
more than we do and | trust that he's told me everything | need to know. But it still doesn't stop me from 


worrying." 


"Its natural, Stevie. You have no idea what you're going into. No idea what you're going to find. But once you're 


in the air, you'll be fine." 


"True." 


Thunder rumbled over the city and, outside of his open window, David would hear the rain falling. Heavy, 
summer rain which was washing away the heat and the grime. DefCon was curled beside him, purring softly, 
no doubt happy he was inside rather than hunting rats in the rain 


Another bolt of lightning flashed across the night sky. Momentarily it illuminated the dark room and David 
thought back to all the moments he'd had with Dave. All the times they'd watched the rain while sitting on the 
porch. All the times they'd been curled on the couch and watching some random TV show. Normally it was 
something that neither of them were interested in but the sound of it lulled them when the conversation had 
dried up. 


Sighing, David rolled onto his side. He brushed a hand against the cat, the grey fur warm beneath his fingers. 
DefCon purred louder. It was as though the cat knew that David needed some comfort in the last hours before 
the flights took to the sky. But didn't Stevie need it as well? She was stressed and trying to keep a lid on 
everything. At that moment, he wanted to be with her. Wanted to reassure her that everything was going to 
be fine. Wanted to tell her that everything she was doing was for the greater good. That she was doing the 


right thing and that her fears were silly and unfounded. No matter what happened, Stevie and her crews were 
going to make history. 


Chapter [3 


The sun hadn't even started to rise. Standing in the kitchen, a mug clutched in her hands, Stevie started at the 
darkness. Her garden was a sliver of slabs and raised flower beds with a small fountain pushed against one wall. 
She glanced through the gloom and took in the flowers, trying to memorise every last detail. The fear was stil 
cold in her soul, the worry that she may never return. But it was a worry she had every time she took to 


the skies and a worry she knew many others suffered from. 

What had caused America to crash? Other than the bombs, what had caused everything to suddenly stop? 
Surely it had to be more than the attacks. The news had been slow to trickle in and, over the last weeks, it 
had remained the same. America had shut its doors and was speaking to no one. Only they, the chosen few, 
knew more than the rest of the population. 

Draining the mug, Stevie placed it in the dishwasher and made her way back through the house. She wore her 
favourite jeans and an old tour shirt. There were many memories attached to her clothing, much of it given to 
her by the people she'd worked with. The memories brought comfort and peace, something she felt like she 
needed. Despite her reservations, and the gnawing sixth sense, she knew couldn't give up. Not at this late stage 
in the day. 

Somewhere in the house, the clock struck 3am and she heard feet on the stairs. Picking up her laptop bag, 
Stevie rested it on top of the small hard case suitcase. The laptop was loaded with manuals, procedures, and 
paperwork for the flight, while the case contained spare clothing, her headset, and other items she may need. 
David stepped down beside her and smiled. "Ready?" 


"As ready as I'll ever be." 


Rolling the cases to the front door, Stevie took one last look at her house. DefCon looked up at her and mewled. 


She gave him a weak smile and leaned down to scratch his head. 
Stevie tried to choke back the emotion in her voice. "I'll be back soon, buddy. | will." 


The cat purred and stood on his hind legs, rubbing his head against her chin. She felt tears begin to mar her 
vision, her throat tightening. 


"David'll look after you," she murmured. "Yeah, he will. He'll be back later." 
DefCon's purring became louder and Stevie picked him up for a hug. 
"Stevie, we gotta go. I'm sorry." 


She gave the cat one last kiss before putting him back down. 


London rarely slept but, at just after 3am, the streets were quieter than they normally were. A few cabs, the 
right buses, and early morning delivery drivers shared the roads with them. David drove, his eyes on the road 
which would lead them from the city and to the airport. He felt on edge as the moment of departure grew 
closer. Beside him, Stevie sat with her head against the window, watching the morning world go by. It was a 
while since either of them had seen the wrong side of bam. Ever since America had closed down, Stevie had 
been grounded and left to work on getting them into the States. Others flew the few aid flights they had, 
taking clothing, bedding, and medication to the furthest reaches of the world. 


Did he feel any guilt for the long list of people he'd asked Stevie to rescue? Of course he did. But he also felt 
an obligation to them. To the people he'd shared his life with and to the people who'd so gracefully stood to one 
side to allow his relationship with Dave to flourish. They didn't deserve to die because society told him that 
they should be left behind. They hadn't done anything wrong and their only crime was that they currently lived 
in the wrong country. 


Stevie's phone began bleating and, from the depths of his thoughts, he heard her answer it. 


"Fuck," she hissed. "How the hell did they find out?" She sighed. "Okay, thanks for letting us know. See you in a 
few. That was Matthew Doherty." 


"What did he want?" 


"The media have found out what we're doing. They're all over the airport like a rash so we've been authorised 


to bypass the staff car park and drive straight to the hanger." 
David felt his stomach knot. "Shit." 

"Think your little hacker friend was in on this?" 

"| don't doubt it," he replied. "Which gate?" 

"Number two, east side. There's an armed guard waiting." 
"Right, okay." David paused. “Stevie, | just want to say thanks." 
"What for?" 


They pulled up at a traffic light. A few cars pulled out from a side street, headlights piercing the fading 


darkness. Sunrise was only a few moments away. 


"For doing this. For being so brave about it. For not giving up. For not saying no when | asked you to bring a 


bunch of people back. That means a lot to me." He sighed and tapped his fingers against the steering wheel as 
he waited for the light to change to green. 


"You're welcome," Stevie softly replied. "Its the least | could do." 
"Why the least?" 


There was a pause before Stevie replied, "Because you've been good to me. You've been very supportive and | 


appreciate that." 


Around them, London was slowly waking up. Trucks collected rubbish and vans made deliveries. The was 
beginning to rise, tendrils of grey lightening the sky. A truck pulled in behind them, its headlights momentarily 
reflecting in the rearview mirror. The traffic began to get heavier as they approached the airport with toxis, 
and personal cars joining the throngs. Pulling into the right lane, David made his way toward the perimeter 
fence. Beyond it, he could just make out buildings and taxiways. And beside it, on the central verge, stood rows 
of satellite trucks, their dishes turned toward the heavens. People stood beside them, bright lights focused on 
their faces and microphones clutched in their hands. They all stepped forward as the little red car veered for 
the gate. Words were shouted them, all but blocked by the windows. Camera flashes snapped, blinding their 
vision and, beside him, David saw Stevie slither down the seat. Her head was lowered and he felt a wave of 
compassion wash over him. He'd been the subject of the media's attention far too often The attention had only 


grown when he'd become involved with Dave and it was one of the reasons he'd picked up and left the States. 
Two men, dressed in army fatigues and with guns slung over their shoulders, stood beside the gate. They 
opened it, as David drew the car through the opening, they saluted. David gave them a tight smile and a small 
wave. 

"How you feelin?" he asked. 

"Nervous. Scared. Them knowing doesn't help." 


"Them?" 


"The media," Stevie replied. "If that makes it Stateside, we may as well not go. Who knows what'll happen if they 
get their hands on us." 


"What do you think'll happen?" 
"| don't know. And | don't want to know." 


woun 


The four of them - Rob, Glen, Neal, and herself - were all gathered in the office. Leaning against desks and 


seated in chairs, silence hung over them. Mugs of coffee were clasped in their hands. 


Stevie stared at the papers on her desk There was an invoice for fuel, and another for hangering fees. There 
was a receipt for someone's expenses. At that precise moment, none of them meant a thing to her. All she 
could see was the wide, empty expanse of sky which lay between the UK and America Above the clouds, it 
would be a beautiful shade of blue. Normally the prospect of the freedom of flying was enough to excite her, 
the child within awakening at the thought. Now it lay like a weight in her stomach, threatening to pull her 
under. 


The first thing she'd done on entering her office was to take a clean flight suit from a hanger. Made from 
heavy duty olive green material, it was unlike her others in that it had no identifying patches or names on it. 
Stepping into it, she'd zipped it up and settled behind her desk. 


The door opened and Lieutenant General Matthew Doherty walked in, a mug clutched in one hand. He gave them 


all a smile before closing the door. "Good morning." 
They all echoed him. 


First things first, we're going to run final medical checks. The catheters you're all wearing will be flushed 
through one last time. From there, you'll go to your aircraft and run your final checks. | know that, from the 
paperwork, you've all already run your primary checks. Medical personnel will accompany you on board. You 
have twenty four hours supply Fightamine. Hopefully you won't need all of that. If you'll follow me, we'll get 


started as we have just over two hours until pushback" 


Their third hanger - hanger twenty on the map - was awash with activity. People, both military and airport 
personnel, bustled around. The rows of tables were set with computers, pens, paper, and anything else they 
may need. Another table stood under the shadow of Gunship Three's portside wing. It was laid with food and 
drinks. A large clock, it's red numerals set to 00:00:00, stood at the front of the desks. Another two told the 
times in both London and New York 


David had been assigned a computer to the rear of the group. From it, he'd be able to monitor the aircraft's 
health and any communications. Technically, for the next twenty four hours, he didn't have a job. But he was 
the one who knew where everything was. Paperwork, phone numbers, flight logs; if it was stored in the office, 
David knew where it was. There were other reasons for wanting to remain. He wanted to know every last detail 


of what was happening. Wanted to help if he could. 
From the front, General Lewis called them to attention His green eyes swept over the assembled team. 


"My name is General Lewis and I'll be leading the operation today. Okay, the best case scenario is that this 
operation will take nineteen hours. That's eight hours across the Atlantic, a four hour wait and load period, and 
a six and a half to seven hour return The flight crews have twenty four hours of Fightamine available to 


them. We expect to regain contact with them at around the fifteen hour mark. We'll drop radio contact with 


them four hours in There's no other aircraft in the region so they should be fine. If they haven't returned 
within the twenty four window then we will enact search and research. All of the aircraft are fitted with 
beacons which will allow us to locate them far faster than if we were relying on the sounders from the black 


boxes alone." 


Toying with his coffee mug, David looked at the man General Lewis appeared to be in his late thirties and, like 
all the military around them, he walked with a poker straight back. 


"We've loaded all of the information the Americans need onto their systems. As far as they're concerned, 
we're an ally. They'll give us fuel tanks of fuel as we've told them we'll need it in case of diversion 
Theoretically we won't need it but it's better to be safe than sorry. Because we won't be carrying luggage, 
both planes have been loaded with their full quota of ammunition. Again, we hope they won't have reason to 
use it. Border security will shortly be joining us. They'll be in hanger twenty one. Housing has been arranged for 
those who are US citizens and who don't have accommodation to go to. Welfare packs containing clothing and 
toiletries will also be handed out. Most of those coming to the UK are UK or European citizens but chances 
are most, if not all, of the people traveling here won't have passports so retina and fingerprint scanning will be 
utilized to make sure everyone is who they say they are." The General took a deep breath. "We have ninety 
minutes until pushback. Lets make sure this goes as smoothly as possible." 


Doctor Haines added his initials to another pile of forms before he gave Stevie a smile. "You're nearly ready to 
go." 

The hangers had a multitude of smaller rooms for the storage of various items. Many of them had been put 

to use for medical checks and for secure phone lines. Sitting on the end of the bed, Stevie watched the doctor. 
She felt numb, the coolness still settled over her skin The doctor picked up a radio and made a call. Closing her 
eyes, Stevie took deep, even breaths. She knew this would happen. It was another precaution against them being 


caught. Another piece of armour to stop them giving everything away. 

The door opened and a small team of people walked in. They comprised of men and women, all of them wearing 
the same nervous expression that Stevie suspected she wore. All of them were dressed in street clothes, a 
gesture which made Stevie feel a little more relaxed. They carried boxes and cases, the contents hidden from 


View. 


A man with long, graying hair stopped in front of her. He managed to give her a small and offered out his 
hand. She shook it. "Hi, Stevie," he spoke with a slight accent, once she placed as French. "My name's Simon 


He placed a small, metal case in her lap and Stevie flicked the locks. Lifting the lid revealed a small hand gun. 


"This has been primed," he continued. "Once fired, it will set off the chain reaction It might hurt you a little, 
but after that you're not going to feel a thing.” 


Stevie nodded, her eyes still on the gun. "Thanks." She looked up at the five men and women, "Let's finish this, 


shall we?" 


All the statistics on his computer were set to zero. The plane had yet to move anywhere. No time had elapsed. 
David desperately wanted to get everything going, his impatience growing by the moment. 


"Excuse me, Mr Ellefson?" 
Turning his attention from the screen, he looked up to find a petite woman standing beside him. She was 
dressed in the now familiar fatigues and her blonde hair was cropped neatly around her head. Giving him a 


smile, she held out a box. Taped to the top of it was an envelope. 


"Ms Mac asked me to give you these. You're under strict instructions not to open the envelope until her flight 
has departed." 


"Oh" He took the package and placed it beside him. The box was no bigger than a book and wrapped in pink 


paper. "How is she?" 

"Bearing up. Nervous. But then any of us would be if we were put in her situation” 
"True" 

"Would you care for another drink, Mr Ellefson?" 


He gave the woman a weak look of gratitude and held out his mug. "I'd love one, thank you. Coffee, milk, no 


sugar." 


Stevie's watch read 645am. Forty five minutes until take off. Sitting in the left hand seat, she began to run 


through the last of the checks. Neal sat beside her, a list leaning against the control column 
"Gear lever," Neal said 

Stevie glanced down to her right. "Down" 

“Flops” 

She reached out and brushed her fingers against the lever. "Checked" 


The medical teams had hooked up the three spare lumens to a tree of syringes behind her. The syringe 


drivers had, in turn, been fixed down in case of turbulence. Each syringe held 50ml of the supposed wonder 


drug. Twenty four hours supply and then some. The tubes were long enough for them to stand up and move 
around. Also packed into the cockpit was enough food and drink to keep them going for the duration of the 
flight. And, thankfully, there was their own personal bathroom. 


Her headset cracked and a disembodied male voice spoke. "Foxtrot Oscar Oscar zero zero one, this is ground 


control." 
"Ground control," she began, "we copy you." 


"We're ready to push you back from the hanger and get you started up. Please confirm when cabin and cockpit 


doors are sealed." 


Looking to Neal, Stevie nodded and, holding the clear tubes out of the way, her First Officer stood and shut the 
cockpit door. Flipping a switch, Stevie spoke to the cabin. 


Flight crew, please secure cabin doors and take your positions." 

Closing her eyes, Stevie took several deep breaths. The cockpit door was closed and locked and the space she 
sat in suddenly felt smaller than normal. She was used to getting up and walking out, knowing full well that the 
people they flew were trusted friends. There was no reason to keep the door locked at all times. 

But now it was shut and, to Stevie, it felt like the lid of her coffin. 


Her radio crackled and the cabin crew confirmed that all doors were secure. 


"Ground control, this is the cockpit. We're ready for push back from hanger." 
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Standing at the open door of hanger twenty with a group of other people, David watched as the huge plane 
was pushed back from its hanger. Its tail was first to appear, with its familiar G-ROHL registration visible. Like 
a beast emerging from a cave it slowly rolled back until the tug, tiny in comparison, appeared. A long wire 
appeared from the plane's nose, one of the ground crew walking beside the tug. From behind him, David could 


hear the crackle of voices coming over the radios. 


His heart was in his throat and David curled his hands into fists. The nerves were eating away at him like acid. 
So much was at stake and it was resting on two brave crews dashing across the Atlantic. How many of the 
people on board would have been under execution orders? Were they safe because they were foreign 
nationals? Or did that not matter in the eyes of whoever now ran the US? 


With the plane out on the tarmac, the flight crew were free to continue with their preparations. David 
watched as a start cart - a turbine on wheels - was parked behind the plane. Cables were run into the four 


engines to help give them the pressure they needed to start. An auxiliary power until was reattached to nose. 


The second plane, registration G-ILLY began to appear, the sun gleaming off its all-white paint job. There were 
no other markings, bar the registration. No other clues to who they belonged to nor where they had come 


from. The same process was repeated, its engines being given the power they needed. 


David checked his watch. It was a little after Tam. Soon they would begin the roll out to the runway. Taking a 
deep breath, he sent up a silent prayer. He wasn't a praying man, his faith in God having been eroded over the 


years. 
Please look after them. Please keep them safe. Please bring them home safely. 


The planes were parked parallel to the hangers nose to tail with Stevie at the front. In perfect unison, they 
stretched their ailerons, flaps and elevators. The tail rudders flicked from left to right. Radios crackled as the 
flight crews spoke to ground control and the tower. New weather reports were radioed in. From what David 


could hear, the weather was perfect the entire way. 


A low whine began to fill the air, the first indication that Stevie had started engines one and four. She'd use 
them for taxiing to the runway before starting the final two. For the moment, they'd idle at low power until 


she was given the signal to move. 


At 110am ground control finally gave Stevie the signal to begin taxiing to the runway. Taking a deep breath, she 
eased her foot off the brake and slowly increased the power. Beneath her, the massive plane came to life and 


the whine grew a little louder. Slowly it began to move and Stevie eased it on to the taxiway. 


Ground control spoke again, "Gunship One Heavy. Ground control. Taxi to holding point Sierra Il, runway 4 Right. 


Stevie repeated the instructions and eased the plane along the ground markings. Her heart pattered and she 
found herself taking deep, even breaths. 


‘Gunship One Heavy," Ground control continued, "contact Heathrow Tower on frequency II8.50." 


Again, she repeated the information back to the ground control and quickly changed the cockpit's frequency. 
Beside her, Neal closed his hands around the yoke as they waited. Only one of them would put the plane in to 


the air and that was Stevie's job. Neal made sure everything was running correctly. 
"Heathrow Tower, this is Gunship One Heavy," Stevie said, "Approaching holding point Sierra Il" 


The tower repeated the information back to before telling her to line up and prepare for final instructions. 
Making the final turn, Stevie found herself staring away down two miles of empty tarmac. Even after so many 
successful flights, the sight of the runway still took her breath away. The final moments before they took off 
always dragged by. She wanted to be in the air, wanted to be defying gravity as they soared through the 
skies. Keeping her foot on the brake, Stevie waited. Leaning behind her, she pushed the syringe driver's start 
button. The machine bleeped three times to indicate its start up. To her right, she also heard Neal's start up. 


Down to her left was a small, LCD screen displaying all the different cameras. It rotated through them, most 
of the images showing nothing more than an empty aircraft. A ghost ship of the truest kind. 


‘Gunship One Heavy, this is Heathrow Tower, you are cleared for take off. Good luck and Godspeed" 
“Tower, this is Gunship One Heavy. Cleared for take off" Stevie felt a voice cracking. "Thank you." 


Pushing the four throttles forward, she listened as the engines whined. Around them, the aircraft shook 
Wrapping her hands around the yoke, she took her feet off the brakes. The plane began to move smoothly 
along the strip of black asphalt, the wheels rumbling as it gathered speed. Stevie heard herself take several 
deep breaths, her eyes focused on that single spot ahead of her. The spot where the runway ended and there 
was nothing but road and trees on the other side. 


Beside her, Neal spoke, "Vee one. Rotate." 


As calm as a summer's sea, Stevie pulled back on the yoke and there was that brief swirling in her stomach 


as they escaped gravity. Freedom, there was no other word for it. 


From the hanger, David watched as Gunship One took to the skies. A moment later and Gunship Two followed, 
its hulking mass making for the clear, blue sky beyond the haze. He watched until the planes had become 


specks and then, nothing. They were gone, heading on a journey he could only dream of making. 


Returning to his desk, he caught a glance at the clock. It had started counting up from zero. One minute. Two 


minutes. Three minutes. It would mark every minute until the planes returned. 


To his left, David could hear the news chattering. Someone had set up a television and tuned it to the news. All 
they spoke of were the two aircraft which had just departed Heathrow and were now heading toward the 
States. They were trying to profile the pilots and speculate on what they were doing. Thankfully the newsrooms 
knew very little and, as far as David knew, the men and women around him, were stopping the signals from 


going any further. 


His computer screen had changed. The tiny aircraft had changed to green and the columns of numbers now 
showed their climb rate, distance, speed, and fuel consumption A map, illustrated with the UK, the Atlantic, and 
the East coast of America detailed the journey. At that precise moment, the aircraft were over Ireland and 


making a break for the ocean. 


Picking up Stevie's package, David took another look at it. Slitting open the envelope, he took out a folded piece 
of paper. It was covered with Stevie's nearly illegible scrawl. Her handwriting was one of the many reasons 
they used a number of iPads, PDA's, and smart phones for filling in and tracking everything. There was a 
running joke that Stevie should have been a doctor, such was the state of her writing. 


David slumped in his seat as he read her letter. Tears began to mist his eyes. 
Dear David 


If youre reading this, we've successfully taken off and are on our way to America | wanted fo say thank you for 
all your help over the past weeks and months. You've been a rock when | needed one, a shoulder for me to lean 
against, and a comedian when | needed to remember to loosen up and laugh. Your strength and bravery in the 
weeks following your country’s shut down have been admirable and inspiration, not just to myself, but fo everyone 
who works here. We're doing this because you inspired us to and because we believe there's more fo life than fame, 
riches, and power. We want to show the world that you dont mess with us because, as | told you, we're bigger 
than them. Bigger than anything they can throw at us. It might not seem like it but go and read the history books 
and you'll see that, in times lke this, good always conquers evil 


l want you to keep the box with you. If | return, give it back to me. F | don't, please open it and do as the letter 


Ml see you in 24 hours. 
All my love, 
Stevie 
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"Shanwick Radio, FOO zero zero one with a position report." 
The radio crackled in her ears. "FOO zero zero one, Shanwick Radio, pass your message." 


Stevie passed on their position, speed, and heading before signing off. There would be one more contact with air 
traffic control before they passed into their unofficial dead zone. They would pass into, and fly through Gander 
- the next sector - without saying a word. Gander knew that they were there and were tracking the two 


aircraft via a secure uplink. 


Nothing but clear blue skies stretched away in front of them. Waves of fluffy white clouds rolled beneath 
them. At thirty five thousand feet, it felt as though there wasn't a care in the world. It felt like any other 
flight, one carrying corporate officials or a band to their next, exotic destination. It didn't feel as though they 
were flying into the jaws of Hell. 


Stevie checked her watch. They'd been in the air a little over an hour with three hours left until they broke 
all contact with the UK. After that, they were on their own. Complete and utter radio silence until they made 
the return journey. There was a knock at the cockpit door. Glancing down at the monitor, Steve saw Julie, a 


petite blonde woman, standing outside. Beside her, Neal got up to answer it. 

"Thought you could do with a drink," she said in a friendly, Birmingham accent. "Tea and cake, okay?" 

"Brilliant, thanks," her First Officer replied. "How is it out there?" 

Julie chuckled softly and Stevie looked over her shoulder to see the woman smiling warmly. Even though they 
were all dressed in drab green flight suits so as not to give away their affiliations, the cabin crew still looked 


as smart as though they were serving first class. 


"Quiet. But it's nice. Never done anything like this before so it's giving us chance to catch up with people we 


haven't seen for a while. Cabin crews don't get much time to do that." 
"Understandable," Neal said. 
"We'll bring some lunch through in an hour or so," Julie said. "Got enough food on board to feed those poor 


souls. Who knows when they last had a meal? And we'll make sure you two are fully stocked before we land so 


you don't need to open the door to anyone." 
"And Julie?" 


"Yes?" 


"Do you think all the cabin crew are genuine? No one who shouldn't be on board?" Neal asked. 


"Yes, l'm fairly certain of it. I've worked with ten of them before and they're all good people. | don't think 
anyone here right now is going to try and sabotage it. All we want to do is try and get these people home." 


"And the eleventh?" 
"lIl keep my ear to the ground” 


"Good. Thank you. See you in a while." 


All was quiet and peaceful. The flight was going exactly as it should. David kept an eye on the screen, watching 
the slow progress across the Atlantic. He was reminded of the Christmas carol Silent Night, the words drifting 
through his mind. 


Silent night, 
Holy night, 

All is calm, 
All is quiet. 


But still he worried. They weren't even a fraction of the way to the States so it was no use beginning to relax. 


Once they'd collected everyone and had taken off again, then he could stop worrying. 


Around him people chattered, relying messages to the aircraft, to one another, or to other parts of the 
country. David had no clue as to most of the communications, nor to why they needed to have so many 
military personnel around. Surely they could have run it from Boscombe Down? Did they need to be involved at 
all? David was starting to get the sense that it hadn't just been Dave who was a pawn in someone else's game. 
Stevie and himself were too. Stevie knew she was playing out a role for someone else but where did he fit into 
it all? Had his life been set up so that he was at Heathrow at this exact moment in his life? 


Sitting back, he watched the two tiny planes slowly make their way across the screen. They were like clouds, 
silently moving four miles above the earth. 


Three hours in and Stevie glanced at her watch. With no other aircraft in the area, their communications were 
limited to reporting their position, speed, and heading. Things barely changed, their westward flight always 
hampered by headwinds battering into the plane. 


Keying the radio, she spoke, "Gunship Two, this is Gunship One." 


The radio crackled and Glen replied, "Gunship One this is Gunship Two." 

"How are you doing?” she asked. 

"We're doing well. Everything looks normal." 

"Well, we've got three hours until radio silence and | just wanted to say good luck" 
“Thanks, Stevie." 


"You're welcome.” She paused and looked down at the instruments before her. "Thanks for everything you guys 


have done. Yourself, Rob, Neal, you've all been amazing and | wanted you to know that." 
"Stevie, you're talking like this is our last flight” 


"Any flight we've done could have been our last one," she replied. "So I'm saying it now, thank you, from the 


bottom of my heart." 
Fingers brushed against her hand and she looked up to find Neal looking at her. He gave her a small smile. 


"You're a good boss," he said. "A really good boss. | know we don't always see eye to eye. And | know that 
sometimes | get a little worked up over things, but | love doing this with you. Gonna have a whole bunch of 
stories to tell my grandkids." 


Smiling, she leaned over the central console and gave him a hug. Unlike herself, the three men were married 
with kids. Rob had another one on the way, giving him a reason to get home in one piece. He already had one 
son. Neal had two, a boy of fifteen and a girl of ten. Glen had, at last count, three; all girls. He complained 


constantly about the amount of estrogen that flowed around his house. 


And then there was herself. People would have called her a spinster but she was happy with her cat and her 
assistant. The lack of a relationship had stopped bothering her many moons ago. Now she cared little for 


romance, instead dedicating herself to her work But, as her mother kept saying, "Never say never". 


"Heathrow airport, this is Gunship One." 


David lifted his head from the desk as Stevie's voice boomed over the hanger's internal tannoy. People stopped 


and, from across the space, David heard someone reply. 


"We're approaching the point where we break radio contact," Stevie continued, "so | wanted to give you a final 
update. All is well. Aircraft is functioning as normal. All systems are fine and we're making our expected flight 


time. We'll see you in a few hours." 


And the line went dead. There was a moment of static before the tannoy was shut off. 
"Okay," General Lewis, "Let's keep an eye on them. If you see anything unusual, shout." 


Turning his attention back to the computer, David watched the two little aircraft soar across the sea. Beside 
them, their statistics changed, the fuel getting less and the distance becoming further from London. The 
computer beeped and David glanced down to the tool bar. A tiny message indicated that a new email had 


arrived. 
Opening up his email, he clicked on the new message. His heart sank as he read its sender. 
Roswell. 


Hello David 


Please know that we're watching over your friend and her planes. No harm will come to them under our watch 


You are the people who help the likes of us. Your support has not gone unnoticed 


| have attached a file. It contains information on what's happening in America. If you believe it to be fake, show it 
fo one of the military who are helping you. They can get in fo the systems across the Atlantic and verify all that 


weve given you. Once youre sure that all we've given you is true, send it to the media 


Yours in freedom, 


Roswell 


David stared at the message for a little longer. A paperclip in one corner indicated that a file was attached. 
Clicking on an icon, David instructed the computer to scan the file for viruses before he downloaded it. A 


second later and the scan came back clear. 


With the file downloaded, David opened it to reveal a text document several pages long. Refilling his coffee, he 
settled down to read it. What he found within the pages were enough to make him retch. 


The US population currently stands at around 3637 million people. With the current growth rate, this population is 
unsustainable and therefore must be reduced We propose a vast reduction in population size. Previous efforts using 
viruses, while having lessened the number slightly, have not been enough Using Executive Order 84 we will be able 
fo take out around 90% of the population and bring it to a more manageable level of 103 millon. 


Deaths to date: 
kt April 2020 


[57 millon - bombs 


10.% millon - rioting and looting 

245 million - natural causes within the camps (illness/age etc. See Document 1053 for exact breakdown) 
36 million - Red list (Death by shooting/quillotine/gas chamber. See Document 2597 for exact breakdown) 
20.86 millon Blue List (Death by shooting/quilotine/gas chamber. See Document 2598 for exact breakdown) 


Total: 
39.44 million 


Total fo target: 
313.96 million 


Hitting the print button, David raced across the open space to the printer. Grabbing the papers, he made his 
way to General Lewis. The man looked up at him, his face falling as he saw David's grim expression. 


David held out the information "Can this be verified?" 


The General took the paper and looked them over. He raised an eyebrow and picked up a phone. Across the 


hanger, another phone rang briefly before being answered. 


"Lieutenant General? It's Lewis. You need to take a look at this." 


lb 


The men poured over the email and document while David went back to his desk. Staring at the words on the 
screen, he tried to fathom what was happening in his home country. Moments before, it had been speculation 
that his fellow countrymen were being deliberately killed. In a few moments more, it would either be proved or 


returned to speculation 

Overpopulation. That was the apparent reason behind what was happening. He wanted to believe that most 
obvious reason was the right reason Deep down, David felt that there was more. Why kill off a country of 
people who were churning out money for the government? Was it because some weren't making as much 
money as others? Or, like the Red and Blue lists suggested, were the government getting rid of all who didn't 
agree with them? Were they starting over and building the country afresh? And why would they do something 
like that? 

Clicking on Roswell's email, David typed a reply. 

Who are you? 


He didn't have to wait long for a response. 


We watch the watchers We're the ones who stop those with the power from becoming corrupt. We remind them 
that theyre merely flesh and blood. 


The words took David's breath away and he wanted to know more. His gut feeling told him that he could trust 


this anonymous character, that they were there to help rather than exacerbate the situation 

Who are those in power? he replied. 

People who are higher than the government. People speak of a corrupt one world government. They speak as 
though it will never happen. But it happened many centuries ago. This world has been run by the same family since 
before the birth of Christ 


"The fuck?" David mumbled. 


Confused, he looked at the computer, trying to fathom what the message was telling him. His fingers flew 
across the keyboard. 


How? 


The message disappeared and for several minutes, there was nothing. When the next message arrived, David 


took a deep breath and opened it. 


How? Because they are the ones with the money and the power. And that wealth and power has only grown. They 
are the ones who pull the strings of those pulling your strings. 


Stevie could feel the drugs working through her. They were warm in her veins and, so far, no sickness or 
other side effects. The only thing she did notice was how alert she was. Behind her, there was a click as the 


syringe driver loaded the next dose. 
"How you feeling?" Neal asked. 


She nodded. "Fine. Better than normal. Probably better than | should be feeling. Have you ever used anything like 
this before?" 


"When | was in the Air Force?" 
"Yeah." 
"No, but then it was far more intense than flying one of these beasts." 


Stevie let her eyes drift over the instruments before her. Everything was fine and running as it should. There 
were no other aircraft in the area and no one had attempted to contact them. She knew that, as they closed 
in on New York, local air traffic control would radio them. Stevie didn't doubt that the US weren't still using 
planes within their own airspace. It never failed to amaze her that a flight from Ne York to Los Angeles was 


nearly as long as the one from London to New York. 
"What do you think caused all of this?" she asked. 


Beside her, Neal shrugged. "Could have been anything. The threat of a civil uprising, maybe. The government 
have been muttering about gun control for a long time and that wasn't going down well. Not that | can blame 
them. | mean, it is part of their Constitution" 


"But is rounding up your own citizens and putting them in to camps?" 


"Not that | know of, but governments have ways of circumnavigating their own rules. We only have to look at 


the UK for examples of that." 


Stevie nodded. In recent years, the UK had been leaning towards a system much like Australia's when it came 
to immigration despite European laws allowing free movement among co-operating countries. They'd wanted a 
points system and for immigrants to have a guaranteed job offer before they stepped in to the country. 
Stevie was trying to stay out of it but, as someone who often carried immigrants in and out of the country, 
hers was an opinion people wanted to hear. Yet, unlike many people, she opposed the moves. She'd flown into 


some of those countries and seen how desperate people were for a new life. They had nothing, not even the 


basics, and Stevie was of the opinion that if they could make a better life for themselves elsewhere then so 


be it. 

Below them, clouds drifted by, the sea visible through the occasional break in the drifts of white. The sun was 
as bright as any summer's day. Around them, the plane hummed softly, its song almost relaxing. Reaching 
behind herself, Stevie felt around in a padded cool bag. Her fingers closed around a pair of bottles. Pulling them 
out, she handed one of the chilled waters to Neal. 

"| could murder a coffee," he muttered. 


"We can still ask them. It's not like we're loaded up with passengers." 


Neal pushed a button to summon the cabin crew and, a moment later, there was a knock at the door. Moving 


around the plastic tubing which ran into her neck, Stevie opened the door. Julie smiled at her. 
"Everything okay?" she asked 

"We'd love some hot drinks," Stevie replied with a small smile 

"Tea and coffee good?" 

Stevie nodded 


"ll get some brought to you." Julie looked around the cockpit before her mascaraed eyes moved back to 


Stevie. "Are you two holding up?" 
"As well as can be," Stevie replied. "Like you said, this isn't your average flight. You ready to receive them?" 


"As ready as we'll ever be. We've tested the recognition software that's been installed That's working fine. It's 
going to be one cramped flight back." 


Looking beyond the blonde woman, Stevie took in the rows of seats which normally made up first class. The 
more people they could get on board the better. There would be no classes on board this flight. No champagne 
lunches for the wealthy. It was the same for everyone and she had a feeling that, whether the people were 
princes or paupers, they'd be glad to getting out. 


Stevie turned her attention back to Julie. "You guys get some food and rest before we land, okay? We should 
be there in the ninety minutes." 


The woman gave her a warm smile and Stevie felt herself begin to relax. No matter what happened, they were 


in good hands. 


"This information goes no further." 


David watched as Lieutenant General Matthew Doherty paced among the assembled staff. The papers David 


had printed were clutched in one hand. 


"We've looked into and verified it," he continued, "and it's not to be broadcast to either the media or the 


aircraft" 
David felt a shiver snap along his spine. "Why not send it to the crews?" he asked, 


"Because, as of this moment, they don't need to know. This information will not help them complete what 


they've set out to do" 


"Just out of curiosity, why are the military involved?" he asked. "We could have handled this ourselves. If you 


wanted it doing, you could have sent in your own aircraft and crews." 


The Lieutenant General turned to look at him, a steely gaze in his eyes. But David was determined to stand 
firm. He could feel his anger growing. Why were the military involved? Were there secrets he didn't know 
about? 


“Because this isn't a case for civilians," he replied. "And, at the same time, this isn't a case for the military. 
We needed aircraft which didn't resemble anything we own. That's something you have. You also have highly 
trained crews. But we needed to be here to put the final pieces of the puzzle together.” 


David sighed and got to his feet. Clasping his coffee mug in one hand, he made his way to the array of drinks 
and snacks. Filling the mug, he wandered back to his desk and set it down. 


"So you're saying none of us." David looked around the people who tirelessly worked on the Gunship Project. 
"Could have done this without you? That we needed military intervention? Tell me, Lieutenant General, exactly 
who is she bringing back? And if you say the bastards who brought down my home country instead of the 
British nationals you're supposed to be bringing home then so help me God. Because they don't deserve to live. 
They don't deserve the chance at freedom." 


Lieutenant General Matthew Doherty continued to stare at David, his lips set in a hard line. "I can assure you, 
Mr Ellefson, that all the people we're bringing back, other than the ones you yourself requested, are British 
nationals. You can check the list again if you wish. But each of those names cross references to someone who 


was originally born in the United Kingdom. Please don't question us, not this far in." 


Returning to his seat, David turned his attention back to the computer monitor. Beyond it, the doors of the 
hanger had been cracked open and the sunlight streamed through, complimenting the harsh, overhead lights. 


Around him, the air conditioning hummed, a welcome relief from the sun's assault on the hanger. 


His email chimed and David flicked open his client. Another message from Roswell sat at the top. 


Ready to continue our conversation? 


L 


To people on the ground, it would look as though the plane was hanging in the air, a tiny toy waiting to be 
called home. Setting the flaps for landing, Stevie listened as they extended. She began throttling back the 


engines, slowing them down ready for landing. With all final checks done, it was time to hit the ground, 


A thick, New York accent spoke to her, "Foxtrot Oscar Oscar zero zero one, continue approach onto Runway 3l 


left." 
"JFK Tower, Foxtrot Oscar Oscar zero zero one, continuing approach onto Runway 3I left," she repeated. 


The sea had disappeared long ago, to be replaced by Long Island. Nudging the plane around, she set it on its 
final course. Her heart leaped and her stomach tightened, a feeling of trepidation settling over her. This was it. 
This was what they'd been waiting for. In a few moments, they'd find out exactly what lay on the other side of 


the ocean. They'd discover if their fears were real, or merely a part of their imagination 


Neal read off their height and speed. All were well within the margins for touching down. The runway loomed 
before them and the aircrafts computers began to read off the height. The electronic voice counted down 
from one hundred until the aircraft hovered just above the tarmac. Taking a deep breath, Stevie set the plane 
down. There was thump as the rear landing gear made contact with the runway. Keeping her eyes straight 
ahead, she eased the nose gear down. The G-force snapped the seatbelt around her, pulling her back into the 
seat. Beside her, Neal took over slowing the giant metal beast as the strip of black surface disappeared 
beneath them. The engines roared as their reverse thrusters engaged and the entire craft shook as it rapidly 


decelerated. 
"Ground speed fifty," Neal calmly said. 


Following the tower's commands, they rolled the plane to gate eleven at terminal one. Men in fatigues guided 
them in, inching the aircraft forward until it came to a complete stop. Staying on the radio, Stevie listened as 
they attached auxiliary power and began the process of looking after the plane. It was a process which would 
be normal anywhere else in the world. Behind the walls of the former United States of America, it took on a 
whole different feel. 


Looking out of the window, Stevie watched them for a moment longer before muting her microphone. Neal did 
the same and an eerie silence fell over them. Neither of them spoke as they stared out at what had once 
been the formidable John F. Kennedy Airport. Gone were any signs of the airlines that had once graced the 
area, United, American Airways, Delta, British Airways, Virgin; all were ghosts of an airport past. In their place 
stood the drab greens and grays of military aircraft. Fighter jets stood alongside transport aircraft. In amid 
them were a few white passenger jets, stripped of their former livery and handed over for, Stevie assumed, 


the transport of prisoners. 


"Two aircraft have today departed Heathrow to make the journey across the Atlantic and to the United States. 
As of this moment, we don't know what the purpose of their journey is. Jane Knight is at Heathrow with the 


latest news on this most extraordinary of journeys." 


The news still babbled away, an endless stream of the same commentary. The newscasters didn't know what 


was happening. All they knew was that two planes had left for America and may or may not be returning. 


Leaning back in his seat, David rubbed his eyes. Exhaustion was beginning to wash over him and the already 
long day was only going to get longer. The clock was telling him that they were just over nine hours into the 
operation. Both planes had landed safely and were an hour into their waiting time. In another three, they would 
turn around and begin the journey home. Hopefully. 


His mind swept back to his conversation with the mysterious Roswell. The last message had arrived two hours 
earlier. Through them, David had been told of a world power unlike any they could comprehend, once that 
controlled the monarchies, presidents, and dictators of the world. Each country's rulers did not come into 
power through chance or votes alone. No, they had been handpicked by a shadowy committee of twelve men 
These twelve men were all from several bloodlines that had been in power for well over two thousand years. 
But their power ran deeper than mere rulers. They controlled the media, and dictated who would achieve the 
level of fame only seen by a select few. They allowed people to believe they could be whatever they wanted to 


be. In reality, everyone was marked from birth; peasant, middle-class, upper-class, royalty. 
Going back to his email, David typed a simple reply. Where do I fit nto all of this? 


Picking up his radio, he tuned into the ground control frequency. For some reason, the patient voices of the 
controllers soothed his nerves. It reminded him that people were in control. That someone else knew what they 
were doing and, for those few hours, was completely unaware of the world outside of the airport. They didn't 


know that their life may well have been written before they were even born 

His email beeped and, with his heart pattering, David opened the new message. 

You are one of the ones they hate. Unconsciously you broke your cycle and escaped Everything you dd up until 
you met Dave was planed for you. Your career, your marriage, your children; all of that was supposed to happen 
But, somewhere along the way, you realized that you werent where you wanted to be. You loved another and it 


wasn't the one that had been selected for you. 


Taking a deep breath, David wrote another message. How do / know I can trust you? 


Leaning her head against the cockpit window, Stevie watched the airport. Military aircraft came and went. 


There were very few people around, the personnel who were controlling the planes disappearing moments after 


another had arrived or departed. Armed guards stood beside her aircraft, their eyes Turned outward, backs to 
her. She wondered what they were watching for. Wondered who was speaking to them. There had been a single, 
brief communication with ground control, telling Stevie that everything was going to plan. Within the next hour, 
the passengers would start to board. 


Looking down at the monitor beside her, Stevie changed the cameras view to the plane's exterior. Flicking 
through the different images, she gave the aircraft a quick check. Everything seemed to be in order so she 
nudged the nose gear camera around to look along the plane's giant body. Stevie wanted to trust that the 
operation would go to plan but, at the same time, she couldn't ignore the sense of unease that the whole 


situation was giving her. 


Stevie watched as people moved around on the tarmac. Pipes were attached to the rear and the wings, 
pumping fluids out and dumping more fuel in. Power from the terminal kept everything in the cockpit ticking 
over. To her right, she could hear Neal's pencil scratching against the puzzle book he'd bought with him. 


Pulling out her iPad, Stevie flipped open the red cover and retrieved the photograph she'd slotted inside. Taken 
at a restaurant, it showed David and Dave curled happily together in a corner booth. Wide smiles lit their 
faces and love sparkled through their eyes. They were the reason Stevie had crossed the Atlantic. They were 
the reason she was willing to fight against whatever was sending their world into a downward spiral. And she'd 
keep fighting. Each and every time someone came to her with a request, she'd fight as long and as hard as 
she could to get them, and their freight, to wherever they were needed in the world. What Neal, Rob, Glen, and 
herself were doing was no different to the hundreds of times they'd stepped into the void of a natural 
disaster. 


It didn't help to dampen the anxiety which ate away at her stomach, a swirling, crawling feeling which made 


her feel slightly ill She should have eaten but, at that precise moment, she didn't particularly feel like it. 


Rereading Roswell's message, David let the words sink in. The initial feelings of distrust toward the email's 


author was melting away. 
How can you trust me? the message had read. We've been watching 


The email contained a link, one Roswell had told him couldn't be traced back to David's computer. Inching his 


mouse toward it, David clicked the jumble of letters. 


A window opened and, after a few seconds, a video started to play, time code running along the bottom. The 
video was dated a little over a month previously. It showed a white, tiled room with a door in the top left hand 
corner. Several metal rectangular metal plates were bolted to part of the wall. A heavy set wooden chair at 


the center of the room. Leather straps trailed from its arms and body and David felt a chill run over him. 


The door opened and a man dressed entirely in black walked in. Dark goggles covered his eyes and a black 


facemask covered his nose and mouth. Holding the door open, he allowed two similarly dressed men to enter. 
Between them, they dragged a slumped figure. David's heart dropped as he studied the being that hung from 
the arms of its captors. Dark, straggly hair tumbled from their head and tattoos peeked from beneath the 


sleeves of the orange jumpsuit. 


Dave was tossed into the chair and, from the way he slumped down the wooden frame, David could tell he was 


exhausted. Whatever had happened was enough to break the dark haired man's spirit. 


The guards yanked at the straps, Dave giving very little resistance as he was held down. Feeling the bile begin 
to burn his throat, David reached for the stop button As he did, his phone chirruped. Reaching for it, he was 


shocked at the message. 
Watch to the end Roswell 


David didn't want to. Seeing his partner look so weary and beaten was tearing him apart. But David knew he 


needed to. Needed to keep watching and, trying to hold back the tears, he kept his attention on the video. 


There was no sound to the images but he could work out what was going on The guards stood over the bound 
man and shouted goodness knows what. Never did the dark haired man flinch. When Dave didn't respond, one of 
the men lashed out and caught him across the face. The angle only a side view so David couldn't gauge how 


much pain his lover was in. 


The yelling and beating continued, all to no avail. Whatever the guards wanted, Dave wasn't giving it up. When 
one of the men stepped out of the room, David felt his chest tighten Blood trickled down the side of Dave's 
face and he was slumped against the leather bonds. From the slight rise and fall of his body, David could see 
that Dave was still alive. 


The door opened and the man returned. He dragged a long hosepipe with him and, opening one of the metal 
plates, the guard attached one end to something inside. The other two guards stepped forward and yanked 
Dave's head back Only then did the dark haired man begin to struggle against his captors. His hands tightened 
around the chair's arms as he arched from the straight, wooden back. David watched as his lover's jaw was 


pulled open and the free end of the hose inserted into his mouth. 


Bile burned through his stomach and David did all he could not to retch. The first guard stepped back to the 
wall and was just reaching for something when himself and his comrades stopped. All of them looked at one 
another before their faces contorted into silent screams. They clamped their hands over their ears and slid to 


the floor. David watched as Dave let his head fall forward, shoulders rising and falling with deep breaths. 
Again, his phone chirruped. 
All of the staff where radio ear pieces. We sent a high frequency tone to their radios. Those men are not going to 


work for a very long time. In fact, we'd be surprised if theyre stil alive. They've most Ikely been added to one of 
the kill ists because they're no longer of any use. 


Leaning heavily against the desk, David vomited, bile and coffee splattering across the floor. 


IB 


Beyond the cockpit door, Stevie could hear the sound of people moving around. Her eyes were focused on the 
tiny monitor and in her lap lay the list of passengers. As someone boarded the plane, the facial recognition 
program scanned them and overlaid the person's details onto the image on the monitor. Stevie then checked 
the name against the list, marking them off as they entered the aircraft. To her right, Neal did the same for 
those boarding through the rear door. 


All of them were dressed in orange prison jumpsuits. Their hands were shackled before them with just enough 
chain for them to lift their arms to elbow height. Eyes were filled with sadness and disorientation, a fear of 
not know where they were going swimming through them. The sight saddened Stevie. It was the painful image 
of a once great country. 

Air bridges stretched from the terminal to the plane and passengers were being boarded through the fore and 
aft doors of the lower deck. What would have been first class was nearly full. Over the PA she heard one of 


the stewards instructing people to help one another to fasten the lap straps. 


Stevie looked at her watch; just thirty minutes until pushback Thirty minutes until they were heading home 


and so far, so good. The aircraft was nearly three quarters full. 


But there was still no sign of the rest of her precious cargo. So far, no one she'd requested to be added to 


the list was there and Stevie had been told that she'd be collecting them from JFK. 

"Anything on your side?" she asked Neal. 

"Nope, nothing yet" 

"Everyone matching up?" 

"Yep." 

Keeping her eyes on the monitor, Stevie felt around for the bottle of water she'd been drinking from. Taking a 
drink, she placed it back down and idly scratched at the catheter's port. The incision point was still healing and 
the skin surrounding it was red. Behind her, Stevie heard the syringe driver click as another dose was loaded 
into the tubes. 

"Come on," she murmured. "Please be there, please." 


Several more minutes passed and Stevie felt herself becoming anxious. 


"These are British nationals," she said. "Why are they shackled?" 


"Because nationality doesn't matter in this war," Neal quietly replied. "All that matters is that they're another 
body to get rid of" 


Shaking her head, she noted the next name to appear on the screen. Stevie's heart leapt and she gave a quiet 


cry of joy. 


A man, with long orange hair pulled into the nap of his neck, stared at the camera. Even with the horrors that 
had befallen him, the anger and defiance still rode through his eyes. Mustaine was followed by his wife and two 


children. Next in line was Chris, then Shawn and his family. Stevie could barely contain her excitement. 


Another handful of people stepped aboard the aircraft and were directed to seats by the cabin crew. Many of 


the passengers looked shocked and stunned, as if unsure of what to do with their new surroundings. 
"They're onboard," Neal said 

"What?" 

"Yep, four of them, plus any dependents. All loaded now: 

"Where?" 

"Row thirty," he replied 


Touching the monitor, Stevie split the screen in two. The right hand image showed the last few people boarding, 
while the left hand one gave her a choice of different cameras. Bringing up one of the angles that covered the 
back of the plane, she breathed a sigh of relief. There, sitting in the back of what would have been the 


economy section was Dave, Taylor, Chris, Nate and their families. 
"And that's everyone," Neal said. "We're full and ready to go." 


Pushing her headset back over her ears, Stevie spoke to the cabin, "Cabin crew, prepare for pushback and 


departure." 


The first fingers of twilight were inching through the sky. From where he was sitting, David could just make 
them out through the opening in the hanger doors, twists of red and gold taking over the sky. On his monitor 
another video was open, one he'd been avidly watching. He asked Roswell why he should them. The hacker had 
replied by linking David in to Gunship One's onboard camera system. David had watched as passengers were 
boarded until, finally, his dark haired lover had stepped through the aircraft's door. Once Dave was seated, the 


screen went blank. 


/ cant show you any more. 


Why not? David replied. 
For security and safety. Rest assured, they will be on their way shortly 
David began to type again Why didn't you save them before? 


There was another of the long pauses Dave had come to recognize as the other person typing. Finally, a 
message appeared on his screen. Anger had been boiling through David after watching Dave be brutally beaten 
He wanted to know why nothing had been done before. Why everyone he knew and loved was being held 
hostage. When had his country stopped being about "We the people" and started being about "We the 


expendable"? 


Why didn't we save them before? Because we didnt have the power, nor the numbers to overthrow such a 
regime. Like you, we could only sit and watch We're doing what we can to help and we're sorry we can't do more. 
We want to but, even now, there are things beyond our control Sorry. Everything you see about the world is a le. 
Everything the news media say is a lie. The War on Terror? Completely fabricated to provide work for companies 
selling weapons. The War on Drugs? More drugs have been imported into the US than ever before. The War on 
Guns? Deaths caused by guns have risen, no fallen These people want you to believe these things. They want you 
fo see them in order to get angry about causes that they've fabricated themselves. What they dont want you to 
see is the truth 


Sighing, David sat back and looked at the message. If everything Roswell had said was true, then they truly 
were doing all they could They were fighting back, not with guns and camps, but with technology. But it wasn't 
enough to keep the country he'd once loved free. Reaching for his keyboard, David typed four words. What is 
the truth? 


The terminal began to disappear as the tug pushed them back. Stevie caught sight of a few standing beside 
the windows before the plane was backed out of its stand and turned toward the taxiways. Glancing out of the 
window, she watched the driver step from the vehicle and remove the steering pin. He held it up for her to 


see and she gave him a thumbs up. Ground control instructed her to tune the radio to the tower. 
Doing as she was asked, Stevie began, "JFK Tower, this is Foxtrot Oscar Oscar zero zero one 


"Foxtrot Oscar Oscar zero zero one, this is JFK Tower. Proceed along taxiway Alpha and Quebec until you reach 
holding point Papa Foxtrot." 


Repeating the instructions back to the tower, Stevie eased her foot from the brakes and allowed the plane to 
begin moving forward. Behind her, four hundred tons of aircraft shuddered, her heart soaring with it. So far, 
so good. In a few moments more, they'd be back in the sky and making their bid for freedom. 


The tower returned to the radio and told her she was cleared for take off. Again, she repeated the 


information before tuning her radio to the cabin. 


"Ladies and gentlemen,’ Stevie began "this is your captain speaking. Please turn your attention to the cabin 
crew because, while there's fifty ways to lose your kids at Disney World, there's only ten ways off this 


aircraft. The cabin crew will show you each and every one of them." 


From the corner of her eye, Stevie watched Neal scowl. "You couldn't help yourself, could you?" he asked 


harshly. 
"Nope." 


"Stevie! These people think they're being taken to die. You could have kept the gallows humor to yourself for 


once.” 


"Hey, if we're going down, which we're not, l'm making sure | go down laughing. And you heard the giggles. 
Someone laughed and that's all that matters." 


Grinning, she made the final turn and pointed the nose of the plane down the final stretch of tarmac. The 
runway snaked away in front of them, its tip sitting somewhere out in the bay. Beyond that was Long Island, 
the sea, and home. But first, they had to inch down the Eastern seaboard, pushing themselves further and 
further out to sea until they eventually dropped off of the land based radars. Then they'd make the final turn 


and head for home. 
"Ready?" she asked. 
"As ready as I'll ever be," Neal replied. 


Taking a deep breath, Stevie closed her eyes for a split second before opening them again. Her right hand 
reached out and closed around the four throttles. Slowly she pushed them forward, the engines beginning to 
roar. It was a sound that never failed to get her blood pumping and, as they reached their full capacity so the 
plane picked up speed. 


"Eighty knots," Neal said. 


The airport flickered by, the buildings and remaining aircraft becoming a blur. Above them was nothing but 
blue skies, a few clouds scattered across the vista. 


A moment later, Neal spoke again, "Vee one. Rotate." 


Pulling back on the yoke, Stevie eased the giant craft into the air. Gravity fought with them, trying to bring 
down those who were trying to escape. But the plane continued to climb, its nose tilted toward the azure 


expanse above them. Stevie could feel her heart pounding, the adrenaline racing through her system. They 


were on their way back to the UK having faced whatever lay within the borders of the United States. 
Beneath them, Stevie felt the landing gear retract, the wheels locking into place deep in the plane's belly. New 
York progressively got smaller, a city that would become a distant memory for all of them. Heading out over 


Long Island, she began to make the gentle turn which would push them out over the sea. 


"Letts go home,” she murmured. 
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David was woken by his computer beeping. Lifting his head from the desk, he rubbed the back of his neck as 
he stared at the monitor. The screen had changed and the tracking program had returned, telling him that 
both planes were back in the air. Around him, David could hear people chattering. The clock's red numerals told 


David that they were just over twelve hours into the operation 


Getting to his feet, David stretched his weary body. His joints clicked and he rolled his head to loosen up his 
neck. He didn't know how long he'd been asleep for but he didn't feel much better for it. Exhaustion was fogging 
his mind and his limbs felt heavy. 


The table had been replenished with food and drinks and David's stomach growled at the sight. He hadn't eaten 
since sometime before lunch and, even then, it had only been a handful of potato chips. Filling his mug with 
coffee, he grabbed a soda and a plate of pizza and made his way back to his desk. 


Other people milled around. Most were dressed in military uniform. A man in a grey suit with a white shirt and 


grey tie approached David. The stern look on his face broke as he offered his hand to David. 

"David Ellefson? I'm Michael Horton, head of operations here at Heathrow." 

Putting his food down, David took Michael's hand and shook it. "Hi. Good to meet you." 

‘Ive just come by to let you know that we're holding the runways open tonight. Normally we stop all flights at 
around midnight. But we know that your guys are going to be arriving in the early hours. So, for them, there 
will be runways for them to land on" 

David smiled tiredly. "Thank you. Appreciate it” 

"Not a problem. Anything to get them home safe. You're doing a good job." 

Giving the man another smile, David bid Michael farewell and returned to his desk with his food. The doors 
between the hangers hand been pushed open and, through them, David could see border control preparing to 
meet the twelve hundred people on board the two aircraft. Forgetting the prospect of hot food for a moment, 


David walked to the doors and looked through. 


A line of tables had been set near the front of the hanger, papers and stamps resting on top of them. Behind 


them, crates filled with bags of clothes and toiletries waited. Dressed in black uniforms with patches and 
badges denoting who they were the men and women of the Border Agency milled around. One of them looked 
up from something he was reading and caught David's eye. David lifted a hand in greeting and the man gave 


him a small nod before returning to his attention to the papers in front of him. 


Despite being surrounded by people, David felt painfully alone. Very few of their normal teams were around. 
Many had been kept in the dark about what was going on. They would only find out once the planes returned. 
Besides that, David was missing Stevie's presence. Normally she was in and out of the office, cursing over 
some minor problem or another. Some days they would reply to the mountains of fan mail she seemed to 


accumulate. 


Sitting back at his desk, David found another message from Roswell. Have you ever heard of the Georgia 
Guidestones? 


He had but only briefly from Dave during one of his slightly drunken rants. 


Quickly, David typed his reply. Yeah, but don’t know anything about them. 


They'd been in the air for the best part of thirty minutes. Slowly but surely, Stevie and Neal had pushed the 


aircraft out over the sea until their calculations told them it was no longer visible on land radar. 
‘Gunship Two's just ahead of us," Neal said. "Ready to make a run for the borders?" 


Sweeping her eyes over the instruments, Stevie smiled Everything seemed to be in order. "Ready as I'll ever 


be," she replied 


She watched as Neal turned the autopilot on. They'd flown the first part themselves, getting the plane up to 
altitude and, at the same time, steering it away from America. The onboard computer's began to work and the 


aircraft started to make the turn out over the Atlantic. 


Leaning her head against the window, Stevie watched the sea come and go beneath the clouds. The sun was 
bright, turning the clouds snow white. There was a knock at the door and Stevie glanced down at the monitor 
on her left. Julie stood at the door. Getting up, Stevie leaned against the door and peered through the spyhole. 
The woman on the other side looked slightly harassed. A radio had been installed so that they could speak to 


one another without opening the door. 
Pressing the button, Stevie spoke, "What's up?" 
"Do we have handcuff keys on board?" she asked. 


Sighing, Stevie shook her head. "Sorry. But there should be something in the emergency cases. At the very 


least there'll be some cutters you can use to snap the chains. The cuffs will have to wait until we land. How is 


everyone?" 


Sadness flickered through Julie's eyes. "This is one of the saddest sights I've ever seen. And we've seen some 
through our charity work. No one's talking. No one's moving." 


"Because they think they're being moved to die," Stevie added. "Even if we told them now that we're taking 
them to safety, they probably wouldn't believe us until we land" 


Julie glanced over her shoulder and back into the cabin. "Its strange that they're not fighting back Why? Why 


sit and take it some compliantly?" 


Stevie shrugged. "It could be exhaustion. Look at them." She peered over Julie's shoulder at the pale creatures 
sitting listlessly in the cabin. "They could have been starved, beaten, worked to the bone. Why fight it when 


death will be a relief from whatever they've been through?" 


"True." Julie turned her attention back to the full plane. "We better get on with it. The sooner we cut them 


free, the sooner we get a half way decent meal in them." 


"Do you think we should make an announcement? Tell them where they're going?" Stevie asked. "I mean, we're 
taking off their cuffs and feeding them. This isn't a normal transfer flight. Actually, no. Leave the cuffs on and 
feed them. From what | saw on the cameras, they have enough room to move their arms. | don't want to 


panic anyone." 
"What about bathroom breaks?" 


Pausing to scratch at the catheter, Stevie looked past Julie and back at the passengers. "After meal service 
we'll work on something. We weren't expecting them to be cuffed. Cable ties maybe. But not full on cuffs and 


chains. Any problems, come give us a shout and we'll work on something. Other than that, use your judgment." 


Julie nodded and gave her a smile. Stevie returned it before turning back to the cockpit. Moving the clear 
tubing she settled back to her seat. Her eyes once more scanned over the bank of instruments. Everything 


looked okay but still the unease wound around in her stomach. It was a feeling Stevie suspected she wouldn't 


get rid of until they landed. 


The Georgia Guidestones, David had learned, were a modern structure, much like Stonehenge. He'd assumed 
they were based out in Georgia but knew little else about them. What made them all the more creepy were 


the ten modern commandments written on them, in particular, the first one. 


Maintain humanity under 500,000,000 in perpetual balance with nature. 


Leaning back in his chair, David at the words, trying to make some sense of them. Was it a list of of how to 


rebuild the world after an apocalyptic event? Or was it something far, far darker? 


This is what they want, Roswell had explained. The unseen world government want to bring the population down to 
below five hundred million. What we are seeing in America is just the start, the first phase. All of it is hidden behind 


politics and legislation to make it seem as normal as possible. 


David had asked who would be selected to live, and who would die. The reply had, like much of the information 
the faceless communicator given him, chilled David to the bone. 


The top 1% will be sate. It is the 99% that they want to eradicate which is they are going after those who oppose 
the current governments thinking. If you arent white and heterosexual, you are dead The same is with those who 
oppose any changes in government. Those who want civil war and support gun owner's rights. Basically, if you dont 
blindly follow orders, youre as good as dead. No country is exempt. All will have to suffer for this dream 


It had taken David several minutes to compose his reply. Mostly it was questions, asking if this self imposed 
Armageddon could be halted and, if so, how. 


İt will take many of us, Roswell replied. These people have been in power for longer than we can imagine. Rarely do 
they get complacent enough for us to overthrow them. But the world is waking up. The idea of this world 
government is becoming more widely accepted However, it will fake great force for them fo finally leave. All is 
not lost though We have one of them in our custody and, unless the world is handed back to the people, then we 
will take matters info our own hands. You are also part of the resistance. Stevie left you with a box. What is in 
that box will collate all the information that is needed by the wider world We have liased with her and given her 
everything else those who are stil sleeping need Some will never wake from their slumber but many will And when 
they do, the world will change. New governments, made up of the every day people working for the people, will be 
elected New police and armies will be built. New communities will be created and this world that we know will begin 
fo live again. There will be no more fear, no more anger. This one world government will have failed in their 
objective. Don't be scared, David Dont let fear rule your head and your heart. You will live fo see this, as will 


everyone you love. 
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They were an hour into the flight and two and a half from their imaginary line in the sea. Once they crossed 
that, they were home free. Stevie couldn't tear her eyes away from the tiny monitor as she worked her way 
through dinner. The people in the cabin just sat listlessly. Many of them barely lifted their eyes from their 
feet. They picked at their food, chained hands making it all the more difficult. Changing the camera angle, Stevie 
checked in on Mustaine and Grohl. Both of them looked around from time to time. Neither of them spoke to 


their families, nor to anyone else they were traveling with. 
"SkySafe activated Enemy aircraft detected," a computerized voice said. 


"The fuck?" Looking at the radar, Stevie noticed a swarm of tiny dots closing in on them. Pressing the radio, 
she spoke to the other aircraft, "Gunship Two, are you seeing anything on your radar?" 


There was a pause before Glen replied, "Yeah, you and something coming up behind you. Did SkySafe just turn 
itself on?" 


"It did." 


Her heart fluttered as she changed the view on the monitor to the plane's exterior cameras. The one mounted 
beside the nose gear looked back along the aircraft. Stevie could feel the adrenaline rising as she searched the 


sky, her eyes finally finding a cloud of rapidly approaching silver crafts. 
"What the fuck are they?!" 
"Drones," Neal replied 


Stevie felt the sickness roll through her stomach. Her vision suddenly began to swim and she gripped the yoke. 
The motto of the group of brave men and women who'd taught her to fly rolled through her mind. Have No 


Fear. 
"SkySafe, identify enemy aircraft” 


The computerized voice spoke again, "Enemy aircraft is approximately seventy five USAF Bayonet drones armed 
with Sidewinder missiles and M2 Browning machine guns. Cruising speed is one hundred and thirty knots with a 
maximum speed two hundred and seventeen knots. Maximum take off weight is four thousand eight hundred 


and ninety eight kilograms. They have a range of three thousand nine hundred and ten nautical miles." 


"Shit." Stevie lowered her head against the yoke. Her body felt limp and heavy, and she wanted to let it all go. 
Wanted to drift quietly down to the sea and never be seen again There was no way they could go up against 
nearly a hundred drones. The smaller ones, yes. But not the Bayonets. She'd seen them in battle and they were 


vicious, taking no prisoners and destroying everything in sight. Rape and pillage. 


But she knew she couldn't give up. She wasn't allowed to. This was her aircraft and there were six hundred and 


thirteen other souls who depended on her to get them safely across the Atlantic. 


Reaching to the bank of instruments beside her, Stevie flipped a switch. A tiny screen beside it let her know 
when the guns had lowered and locked into place. Another switch activated the seatbelt sign. 


"SkySafe," she began. "What's your status?" 


"All systems are ready to take over the plane in the event of the aircraft being damaged. All systems are 
ready to take the plane to its final destination in the event of one or more of the flight crew becoming 


incapacitated." 


"Thank you." She spoke to the cabin next. "Ladies and gentlemen, please return to your seats and fasten your 


seatbelts. Cabin crew, please be seated" 


The screen of the tracking program turned red and David felt his heart drop. Weapons deployed appeared on 
the screen and every emotion he'd been feeling over the past weeks screamed through him. His chest 
tightened and David felt his vision narrow, eyes focused on those two words. The planes were under attack and 
there was nothing he could do. They had come so far and suddenly it was all over. Around him, he heard other 
people talking and moving, the change in the status of the two aircraft suddenly wakening them from their 


normal duties. 
"Can we find out what they're up against?" Lieutenant General Matthew Doherty called. 


"SkySafe's reporting Bayonet drones," a female voice replied. "And they're still fifteen hundred miles from the 


Atlantic border. There's no way anyone can intercept them." 


Silence fell before the Lieutenant General spoke again, "Okay. There's nothing we can do for the moment. We 
can't send our own aircraft in over American waters. Just keep monitoring the situation and let's wish them 


good luck and Godspeed." 


David stared at his monitor, his body suddenly feeling leaden. There was nothing he could do and he understood 
why they were reluctant to send their own aircraft out. Chances were they wouldn't reach the two 1417's in 
time. If the two planes were going to go down, they'd be long gone by the time help reached them. All they 


could do was sit and wait. 


"The good thing is, these drones are slower than us. They're also autonomous so there may or may not be 


someone controlling them," Neal said. "If they're in auto mode we may be able to outwit them." 


The plane was barking sharply to the left with the plan to go up behind the swarm of drones. If it worked, 
they'd be able to pick them off. 


With the yoke over to the left, Stevie watched their progress. They weren't a fighter jet and didn't have the 
agility of one. Their turn was slow and calculated, giving the weapons that were following ample time to fire. 
Maybe they weren't chasing them to shoot them down? Maybe they were just seeing that the planes got to 
their destination safely. But, if that was the case, why were their so many of them and why were they 


armed? All it would take was one of those missiles to tear through the plane to bring them down. 

‘Incoming drone at eleven o'clock," SkySafe said. "HUD activated." 

The heads-up display flickered to life on the windshield. A target shifted left and right, tracking the craft that 
was coming right for them. Grasping the joystick to her right, Stevie pressed the button on top of it and let 
off a short burst of gunfire, the plane shuddering with it. A few hundred feet away, the drone exploded. For a 
moment, the starburst of metal and fuel hung in the sky, brighter than day itself, before beginning its 
downward spiral to the sea. 

"One down, seventy four to go," Stevie murmured. "Gunship Two, do you copy?" 

"Yeah," Glen replied. "We're here. Outrunning them, | think" 


"Keep going. We've got your back" 


Stevie checked the radar. Gunship Two was ten miles ahead of them. Hopefully they'd be well out of range of 


any of her gunfire. 


Suddenly there was a horrific bang from along the plane. The entire craft rocked and dropped. Alarms 


screamed and Stevie's let out a low cry as Skysafe pulled the aircraft back up and level. 
"Warning! Warning! Engine four failure. Engine four failure." 


Reaching above her head, Stevie yanked on a handle and activated the engine's fire extinguisher. Skysafe 
continued with the graceful turn and, taking a deep breath, wrapped her hand back around the trigger. 


"Fuck this shit," she hissed. "They're going down" 


David's email opened over the top of the tracking program. Another email from Roswell sat at the top. Trying 
to fight back the pain he was feeling, David opened it. 


Its your turn fo help us, the email began. Put in your ear piece. Im going to call you. It will be from an unknown 


number. 

Reaching for the small, silver ear piece, David hooked it over his ear and switched it on His phone chirruped, 
letting him know it had connected to the device. When the phone rang, he glanced at the screen. The words 
Unknown Number scrolled across the screen 

Taking a deep breath, David answered it, "Hello?" 


From the other end of the line, a tinny sounding, computer generated voice spoke, "Hello, David” 


Looking around himself, David checked to see whether anyone else was watching him. A few heads turned to 


look but no one seemed to be particularly bothered. 
"Roswell?" He was trying to keep his voice down 


"Yes, it's me. If we're to stop these drones, then we need your help. Go up to the office and look beneath 
Stevie's desk. Under there, you will find a small safe. The combination is six-zero-six-nine. Inside is a black 


memory stick. It has a tag on it which reads "Killswitch"." 


David felt his breath hitch and, leaning back in his seat, he looked around himself. A few people were speaking 
into phones but none of them appeared to be the person he was talking to. 


"How do you know this?" David asked. "How do you know so much about us?" 
"Stevie told you she had another job, no?" 


"Yeah, yeah she did" David raked a hand through his now messy hair. "Told me she'd have to kill me if she told 
me anything about it” 


There was a pause and David heard the crackle of satellite static over the phone. Then the voice began to 
speak again It sounded like a mix of many different nationalities and accents, all of them combined to hide the 


caller's true identity. 


"Many of us work with Stevie. She writes computer code. But not for your Googles and Facebooks. This is code 


of a far darker kind" 
David shivered, suddenly feeling ill. "What are you trying to say?" 


"She writes the code that powers your spy satellites and drones. But she can't live with herself for doing it so, 
like every good coder, she puts in a back door. If she didn't do this, if she didn't write the code and help design 
the security systems, she wouldn't be able to keep the Gunship Project running. But some good has come from 
it. You have SkySafe thanks to her skills. The tracking program you're using to watch the flights? No one else 
has that. No one else has the capability to watch aircraft that aren't giving off a normal signal. But they are. 


They're giving off a discreet signal only you can see. And do you know what the funny thing is?" 
David felt his breath hitch. "What?" 


"That signal you're watching on your computer is being embedded in TV and radio and signals and bounced off 
the spy satellites she helped to create. She's using their own technology against them and they're none the 


wiser." 

Sitting quietly, David lowered his head and let it sink in. So Stevie was assisting in her own downfall. She'd have 
known it was going to happen but, in an effort to keep her head above water and her business afloat, she'd 
taken any kind of work. Even if it meant selling herself to her future enemy. But would she have known that? 


Would she have known that America would one day turn on itself, and possibly the world? 


David slumped down in his seat as Stevie's words drifted through his mind. "Welcome to the Gunship Project, 
the one place on earth where the conspiracy theories are most likely true." 


"David? Are you still there?" 
His attention snapped back and David lifted his head. "Yeah, l'm still here." 


"Can you please go and find that memory stick for me, please?" 
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Moving a Boeing 147 was slow at the best of times. Despite their mid-air grace, they weren't fighter jets. 
They didn't have the speed to out maneuver smaller than them. The drones, despite their own apparent 
slowness, were nipping able to keep pace with the far bigger planes. 

Stevie had taken out several more of the tiny flying craft as they'd circled up behind them. SkySafe had taken 
over the flying, making millions of calculations every second. Two more drones moved into her line of sight and 
she hit them with another volley of gunfire. 

Suddenly the aircraft lurched to the right and another alarm began to scream. Stevie let out a volley of 
curses as Neal reached to silence the sound. From the cabin, they heard the sound of people panicking as the 
plane began to drop. 

"Starboard side wingtip lost," SkySafe said. "Pumping fuel into auxiliary tanks and rebalancing aircraft” 

"If we make it out of this alive, I'm buying you fuckin’ dinner," Neal hissed. 

"Promise?" 

"Damn right." 

As quickly as it had begun, the violent movements stopped and the plane once more leveled off. But Stevie 
knew there wasn't time to pause. When more drones appeared, she aimed and fired, watching as they went 
down in a ball of fire. 

The guns were calibrated to push the empty shells into the Boeing's jet stream. The ammunition was fed via a 
belt free system and several interlinked crates were nestled in the hold. From the information the HUD was 


giving her, Stevie knew they were using somewhere in the region of a thousand rounds a minute. 


Under SkySafe's control, the plane made minute movements to the left and right, doing its best to avoid the 


drones gunfire. 

The onboard computer spoke again, "Portside gun jammed." 

"You have to be fuckin’ kidding me!" Neal bawled. 

From the corner of her eye, Stevie saw him get up and uncouple himself from the syringe driver. 


"Keep going, Stevie. I'll radio you when l'm down there." 


With her eyes still on the display, Stevie nodded. "Stay safe." 


He briefly touched her shoulder, a gesture of solidarity. "Will do." 


Behind her, the cockpit door opened and closed. She was alone, high above the earth, and protecting the lives of 
over six hundred other people. There was no way they could give up without fighting. There were people 
waiting for them in London. People whose loved ones were aboard her flight. She couldn't let them down, not 
now. As she looked at the photograph clipped to her yoke, Stevie had to fight back tears. That was love right 


there and it was one that refused to die, despite oceans, and borders, and a war. 


Sitting on the floor in front of Stevie's desk, David peered beneath it. There, pushed to the back and partially 
obscured by the desk's design, was a small safe with a keypad. Shuffling closer, he lay on the floor and 
stretched an arm out. His fingers brushed against the numerical keys and David carefully inputted the code. 
The locks clicked back and he pulled the door open 


At the safe's heart lay what he was locking for. Reaching in, David grabbed the memory stick and slammed 
the door shut. A key tag hung from the stick, the word Killswitch written on it in Stevie's handwriting. 


"Got it," he said. 

"Okay, take it back downstairs and plug it into your computer." 

David did as was asked of him, his eyes scanning the assembled people. As before, none of them seemed to 
care about what he was doing. He was just the guy who handled the paperwork and kept the place in order. 


There was no real need for him to be there. 


Except there was. Someone, somewhere on the planet, had known he would be sitting at a desk and waiting for 


those aircraft had returned. They'd known that he'd have access to the office and the secrets it held. 
Sliding the stick into the side of the computer, David waited for it to prompt him to open the folders. 
"Come on," he hissed. "Come on." 


David could feel sweat sliding down the back of his neck and he unconsciously lifted a hand to wipe it away. 
When the computer eventually complied, David found himself listed with an array of folders and names he 


didn't understand. 
"Look for Coda," the voice in his ear said. 


Scrolling down the list, David found it and opened the folder. Again, there was a list of names, all of which 


looked as though they were written in a foreign language. 


"Which file do | need?" David asked. 
Roswell chuckled. "See Spot. It's all one word." 


Scanning his eyes down the different files, David couldn't help but laugh when he found it. The file name was 
indeed See Spot, and its extension was RUN. 


"| take it | make Spot run?" David asked. 
"You do indeed." 


Double clicking the file, David watched as lines of code melted down the screen before a password prompt 


opened. 

It's asking me for a password." 

"The password is | want a coffee. Where substitute the space for a number one." 

David entered the password. Another screen appeared, one that was obviously an operating system. Buttons 


lined the left hand side, each with a different name. System Analysis. System Repair. Munitions. At the bottom 


was the one David suspected he needed. 
"| take it | need the button marked Override?" David asked. 
Roswell laughed. "Well done! We'll make a coder of you yet." 


Clicking the button caused the computer to ask for another password. Roswell gave it to David and a new 


window opened. There was another list of commands, most of them giving David little idea as to what they did. 
Roswell spoke again, "You're looking for one called Execute." 
Looking at the list, David found it. "Now what?" 


"Click it." 


He did and several different settings appeared. All of them were either set to On or Off His eyes scanned the 
list and he found one which made his heart flip. 


All Systems Shutdown 


It was set into the off position, the blue graphic switch coloured grey as opposed to the blue of the on setting. 


He hovered the mouse over it. 


"You see it, don't you?" Roswell asked. 

David let go of the deep breath he was holding. "I do. It's Systems Shutdown, right?" 

"Indeed. Now click it so that it's on" 

"What'll happen?" he asked 

Il do exactly what it's supposed to do and stop those drones from attacking.” 

For a moment, David sat and stared at it. Everything was in his hands. He could stop what was happening and 
bring them home safe. And thats what he wanted. There were no if's or but's. His friends were under attack 
and his lover was trapped in one of those planes. If he didn't do this, he'd regret it for the rest of his life. 


But surely someone knew they were online? Surely someone could see what was happening? 


"No one can track you, David" The electronic voice sounded as though it had softened. "No one will see this. 


You have to do it. You know you do." 


Moving the mouse, David positioned it over the switch. It trembled slightly beneath his touch and, taking a deep 
breath, he clicked it to the on position. 
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"Warning! Warning! Engine two failure." 


Stevie let out a long, hissed curse as the plane rocked and dropped. Alarms screamed and, from the cabin, she 


heard howls of despair. Somewhere in the belly of the plane, Neal was still fighting to fix their defective gun. 
"Stevie?" Neal's voice came over the radio. 

"Yes?" 

It's fixed." 

"Thank fuck for that," she groaned. "Don't know how much longer | can hold out for." 

The radio went quiet and she wrapped her hand back around the joystick. Through the cockpit window, she saw 
the swarm of drones coming straight for them. Weapons were pointed at the toughened glass and she knew 
this was her death keel. The drones had been teasing them, picking them apart before going for the final, fatal 
blow. Curling her thumb over the trigger, she fired. 

Two more of the deadly craft exploded, their shattered remains falling to the sea thousands of feet below 
before Stevie noticed something strange. The drones appeared to be hanging in midair. No longer did they make 
their smooth, sweeping arcs as they chased the planes. Then, like snowflakes on a cold, winter's morning, they 
began to spiral downward. 

Stevie's shock was short lived before she let out a cry of happiness. Someone, somewhere, had heard her cry 
for help and overridden the systems for the unmanned vehicles. She owed someone a great debt when she 
landed. 

"Gunship Two, do you copy?" 

"Yeah, yeah we do," Glen sighed. "You see what we saw?" 

"The drones dying?" she asked. 


"That's the one." 


"Yep, they're gone." Leaning against the window, her eyes found the now tiny specks of silver as they mad 


their long journey to the ocean. "We can go home. Did you sustain any damage?" 


"One engine out and possibly some damage to the rudder. What about you?" 


"Two engines, part of a wing, and goodness knows what else. We'll find out when we land" 


Suddenly Stevie felt tired Her brain ached and her body felt limp. Whatever drug was being pumped into her 


obviously couldn't overcome battle fatigue. She wanted a cup of tea, a shower, and a long sleep. 


The cockpit door clicked open and she glanced over her shoulder. Neal, looking more harassed than when he'd 


left, slipped back into his seat. 
"How is it out there?" Stevie asked. 


"Hell." He slumped forward and rested his head in his hands before looking back at her. "The plane's going to 


need a good deep clean" 
"Everyone been ill?" 


"Yes, and who can blame them. They've just been dragged through a war zone and they still don't know where 
they're going. They still think they're being taken to a death camp. If any time was a good time to make that 


announcement about where we're heading, now would be it" 


Stevie looked at him for a moment longer before nodding. Pulling her headset back over her ears, she turned 


on the cabin address system. 


"Ladies and gentlemen" Her voice cracked and, for the first time since the whole operation had been announced, 
Stevie felt tears prickle her eyes. Taking a deep breath, she caught herself and began again, "Ladies and 
gentlemen, my name is Captain Stephanie Mac. The company we fly for is not called Sentinel Aviation. We fly 
for a charity called the Gunship Project. We're not taking you to another camp. We're taking you to London 
Heathrow Airport where, if you're an American or other non-EU national, you'll be given the right to remain. 


You're safe." 


Stevie let the tears fall, her body shaking with deep, harrowing sobs. It had been a long, hard battle but they'd 


won. 


She felt Neal's hand rub her back. "It's over," he said. "We're going home." 


David stared at the message on the screen. 
All systems shutdown. Contact lost. 
“That's all you need," Roswell said. "They're gone. Your friends are on their way home." 


"How do | know?" he asked. 


"Listen to the people around you. They've calmed. No longer are they talking about how they're going to rescue 
those twelve hundred poor souls. They're talking about how lose drones mysteriously disappeared. Take a look 


at your tracking program." 


Exiting the Bayonet program, David started up the aircraft track and trace. The world map loaded, followed by 
two tiny aircraft. Behind them trailed their flight path. A bar to the left of the map tracked all their vital 
statistics. From it, David could tell how the planes had risen and fallen, how they'd looped round and flicked 
from side to. All of it was the map of a battle that had been fought at thirty five thousand feet. 


Yet now both aircraft had levelled out. No longer did the lines dance and curl. Instead, they were making a 


gentle curve as they headed back to the UK. 

"It was tough up there, wasn't it?" David asked. 

"Indeed it was, and we did what we could to help. Those drones would have have taken the planes down within 
seconds of approaching them. But we battled to stop them. It hasn't prevented any damage but everyone's stil 
alive and they're going to make it home." 

In the left hand bar, David could see the damage to the planes. Gunship One was missing two engines and part 
of a wing, while Gunship Two was missing an engine and had rudder problems. Thankfully the planes had enough 
to get them home. Which, according to the countdown on the left hand side of the screen, was in just under 
five hours. 

David's heart beat faster. Soon he'd be reunited with his love again. After so long apart, only five hours 
remained until he'd see Dave again. While it still felt like a lifetime, it was more bearable than the weeks and 


months they had already spent apart. 


But what state would Dave be in on his return? Would he be suffering from his time in the camps? What 
would his mental state be like? Would he want to be with David any longer? 


"Do you know how everyone is on board?" he finally asked. 


"Unfortunately we don't," Roswell replied. "But, in an hour, they will be in contact with air traffic control again. 


Then you'll find out what state all the passengers are in” 


"Fuck it" Disconnecting herself from the syringe driver, Stevie climbed out of her seat. 
"Where are you going?" Neal asked. 


Leaning against the back of her seat, she looked down at her First Officer. "Out there. I'm getting cabin fever 


and | want to give the cabin crew a hand getting those cuffs off everyone. | think they deserve it now that 
they know what's going on" 


His eyes narrowed and his face set into a serious look. "And if someone decides to try and take you down?" 
Stevie grinned. "I'll just have to take that risk" 


Crouching down, she pulled a bag from between her seat and the cockpit wall. Opening it up, she felt around 
until she found the Leatherman multi-tool. While she wouldn't be able to remove the cuffs, Stevie could at 
least cut the chains and give the passengers a little more room to move. Opening the door, she stepped out 


and looked around. 


The cabin looked as though it had gone through World War Three which, in essence, it had. Overhead bins had 
come unlocked and what little luggage the flight crew had was scattered along the aisles. Several panels had 

come loose, exposing wires and piping. The galleys didn't seem to have taken too much of a beating but Stevie 
wouldn't want to be the one who had to open the cupboards. Unsurprisingly, the place had the sharp smell of 


urine and vomit. 


Stevie leaned back against the door frame and looked at Neal. "Any chance you can flush the air circulation 


out? Some fresh air would be great in here." 


She watched him reach out and, a moment later, she felt a tickling of cold air across the back of her neck. 
Toking a deep breath, she turned to the galley and approached a cupboard in the far corner. She didn't want to 
open it, knowing that everything would have been shaken up. But, somewhere behind the door, were more ways 
to free their passengers. Standing back, she gingerly opened the door and stepped sideways as a waterfall of 
various bits and pieces clattered onto the metal surfaces. Searching through them, Steview plucked out two 


pairs of wire cutters. Both were strong enough to cut the chains. 
Turning, she found Julie standing behind her. 
"I thought you were supposed to stay locked up?" the head cabin crew asked. 


Stevie grinned. "Cabin fever. Here." She held out the wire cutters. "Take these and start cutting everyone free. 
The cuffs will have to stay on until we get back to London" 


Making her way downstairs, Stevie headed for the back of the aircraft. She had an ulterior-motive in that she 


wanted to check if the person she'd come to pick up was okay. 


Working from the back of the plane, she began to cut the metal bounds away. People looked at her, a mix of 
terror and relief in their eyes. Very few smiled, even fewer said anything as she softly asked them to lift 
their wrists. But everything she needed to know shone through their eyes. They knew they were going 
somewhere safer, they just didn't know how safe it would be. 


Finally, she made it to the thirties. The carpet was damp beneath her knees as she knelt down, a mix of God 
only knew what. It wouldn't be until they returned that she knew the full extent of damage to her aircraft. 


Dark eyes looked at her through matted, dark hair. Dave's skin was pale and clammy and Stevie could see a 


few bruises. 

She held her wrists up, gesturing what she wanted him to do. "Let me cut that for you.” 

She smiled when he did was asked. He didn't have to, no doubt having been put through months of agony and 
torture. With the smile still on her lips, she held out her hand. Her heart leaped when he took it and gave it 
the slightest of shakes. 

"Hi," she murmured. "I'm Stevie Mac. David asked me to come and get you." 

Suddenly Stevie could feel her throat tightening again, emotions cascading through her. Biting down on her lower 
lip, she tried to stop it trembling. Now she knew why they'd been asked to remain in the cockpit. It wasn't just 
security. Those behind the operation had known that emotions would run high should any of the flight crew 
catch sight of the broken and battered people they were carrying. 


They burned through Stevie like the fuel that burned through the plane's engines. Anger and grief at what had 


been done to innocent people. And the overwhelming sadness that they couldn't rescue more. 
‘I'm sorry," she whispered as the tears once more slid down her cheeks. "l'm so sorry.” 


Through her tears, she saw a softness wash over Dave's face. Lifting one of his freed hands, he stroked it 


over her tangled and sweaty hair. 
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“Shanwick, this is Gunship One with a position report." Stevie's voice echoed around the hanger. 


Sitting back in his seat, David listened to the first exchange between air traffic control and their aircraft. Both 


were damaged, the pilots were weary, but they were closing in on Heathrow with every passing moment. 


Getting to his feet, David stretched his aching and weary body. His muscles and joints clicked. In front of him, 
the clock continued to count the hours and minutes since everyone had left. The time was closing on nineteen 


hours. 
Walking to the catering table, David filled his mug with coffee. The once white mug was now crusted with dark 
circles, testament to the hours he'd spent awake. But he wasn't going to sleep, not until everyone was home 


and safe. Others had taken the chance to get some rest, using Gunship Three as a makeshift dormitory. Yet 
David couldn't. He didn't want to miss a thing. 


Gunship Two followed suit and reported its position. Both planes were less than three hours from landing. 


Closing his eyes, David sent up a silent prayer to a god he wasn't sure existed. Both aircraft were now in safe 


skies and there was nothing else America could do to bring them down. 


It had taken them the best part of an hour but they'd done it. Everyone was free and the cabin crew were 
doing their best to salvage food and drinks for everyone. Collapsing back into her seat, Stevie let her head fall 
back against the head rest. 

"Hungry?" Neal asked, 


She nodded and held out her hand. A wrapped sandwich was placed in her palm. Putting it in her lap, she waited 
to be given a drink. Lifting her head, Stevie unwrapped her food and gazed out of the cockpit window. 


Night had fallen and they were blessed with a beautiful view of the stars. Gazing out at them, Stevie sighed. 
"Never thought I'd see those again," she said. 
"Why?" 


She shrugged and let out a shuddering breath. "| had really bad feelings about this whole flight. Didn't think 
we'd make it. And we nearly didn't” 


"But we did," Neal said softly. "And we're just about home." 


Stevie leaned her head against the window and gazed out at the diamond studded sky. "| know." 


For the moment, everything appeared to be calm and quiet. The remaining two engines continued to push them 


ever closer to their destination, the airframe giving the occasional creak as they made minute turns. The 


attack had knocked the aircraft off of its flight path and it had taken time to get back on track. 


Landing, however, was going to be a whole different issue. While the plane appeared to be having few problems 
remaining in the air, SkySafe had noted a number of problems that would hinder the final moments. The 
hydraulics to the nose gear had been damaged. They wouldn't find out whether it would deploy until the landing 


gears were lowered. At least Neal and herself had prior warning and could make the necessary arrangements. 
"What are you looking forward to when we land?" she asked. 


"A coffee, a shower, and my bed," Neal replied. "Maybe I'll break the habit of a lifetime and get some pizza 
from the place down the road. What about you?" 


"Sleep," Stevie mused. "A good, long sleep before | have to think about dealing with the insurance." She chuckled. 
"| dread to think what the payout's going to look like because there's going to be a lot of work which needs 
doing. | don't even want to know what those two engines looked like. Did you take a look on your way to the 


hold?" 

Neal nodded. "The casings are blackened so those drones put something straight through them. Were probably 
going to take them all out before they were stopped" He paused and Stevie could feel his eyes boring in to the 
side of her head. "Exactly what did happen with those drones?" 

"A few friends happened," Stevie replied with a smile. 

An alarm suddenly sounded in the cockpit, the continuous noise making Stevie's heart go into free fall. 


"What now?" Neal hissed. 


Looking to one of the many panels of instruments, Stevie located where the alarm was coming from. Picking up 


her headset, she paged the rear galley. 
"This is the cockpit," she said. 


"This is Maria, one of the cabin crew," was the hissed reply. "We seem to have a problem with another of the 


crew." 


Stevie felt as though the world had ground to a halt. The one Julie had told her about. The one none of them 


were sure of. That was the only person it could be. 


"lll be right there." 


Hanging up her headset, Stevie reached beneath her seat. Pulling out a lock box, she keyed in her pass code and 
removed the gun She quickly checked over the gun before loading the magazine and uncoupling herself from 


the syringe driver. 
"lll be right back," she murmured to Neal. 
"Good luck" 


"Thanks." 


wouw 


David almost screamed when an alert came up on the tracking program. Gunship One was showing that an 
emergency alarm had been activated. Under normal circumstances, he would have been able to call them to 
find out what was causing it. But not this time. For now, the aircraft and all who flew on them, were under the 
guidance of air traffic control. The reasoning was that any of media, or even those Stateside, could intercept 
the signal and throw the whole operation wide open. It didn't matter so much about those in the States 
watching them, but the media was still high priority. No one wanted to give the game away unless they had to. 


Groaning, David dragged his nails over the desk, upending an empty take out cup. Droplets of cold coffee dotted 


the white surface. 


Why? Why did something else have to happen when they were so close? Were the gods really that against 


what everyone was doing to bring those poor souls home? 


Lowering his head to the edge of the hard surface, David fought back the tears. They'd been there, waiting, 
for so many weeks and now they came. His heart shattered as tears tumbled down his cheeks, his shoulders 


rising and falling. All he wanted was for the day to be over and for everything to go back to normal. 


But would life ever return that way? 
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Dressed in a jumpsuit and with wide, fear filled eyes, one of the cabin crew stood beside a bathroom. Bringing 
the gun behind herself, Stevie quietly approached the woman. 


"Maria?" 

The woman nodded. "Yeah," she whispered. "He's in there." 

Stevie nodded and took another cautious step closer. "What's his name?" 

"Ethan." 

Sweat beaded on her forehead and Stevie lifted her free hand to wipe it away. She knew that she had minutes, 
if not seconds, to save her aircraft from a second attack. Approaching the door, she didn't bother to knock. A 
button beside the door allowed her to unlock it and she quickly slid it back 

Stevie's heart pounded as she looked in. Crouched on the toilet with his shirt lifted and a syringe in one hand, 
was the missing cabin crew. He had a shock of dark and looked younger than Stevie had imagined he would look. 
Fear crashed over his face as Stevie barged in. Adrenaline coursed through her as she moved. With one swift 
movement, Stevie yanked the syringe from the man's hand and pressed the gun to his forehead. 

Ethan flailed and screamed, reaching for the syringe. Stevie stretched the hand holding it behind her. 

"ve got diabetes!" he protested. 

Without taking her eyes from Ethan, Stevie asked, "Has he eaten?" 

"N-No," Maria replied. 

"Did he tell any of the other cabin crew that he was diabetic?" 

"N-No." 

Ethan struggled and gave another ear piercing scream but Stevie didn't give him a chance to speak. Pulling gun 


away, Stevie took aim and fired. The young man's body slumped into the tiny cabin, his brains and blood 
splattering against the wall. Stevie wanted to vomit, wanted to slump and pass out. But she couldn't. She knew 


she had to stay strong. 


Taking deep, even breaths, she closed the bathroom door and slumped to the floor. Above her, she could hear 
Maria crying. 


"Why?!" the woman demanded. 
Stevie looked at the syringe in her hand. The liquid it contained had a slight blue tint to it. 


Her voice sounded hoarse and her throat felt dry. "One, if he's diabetic, he'd have eaten. Two, if he was 
diabetic, he's obliged to tell the cabin crew and myself. Three, he had a recent surgery scar on his stomach. 
Four.” She held up the syringe. "Insulin isn’t this colour." Stevie lifted her head and looked at Maria. "| suspect 
he's got PETN in his stomach and this." She nodded to the syringe. "Is TATP. They're both explosives and he'd 
have used what was in the syringe to start the explosion. Someone didn't want us to succeed. And | don't have 


a clue who it would be. Not that it matters any more." 
Struggling to her feet, Stevie leaned heavily against the plane's wall. "It's over now." 


Stevie gave the distraught woman a tight smile before walking back to the galley. Opening one of the metal 
cupboard doors, Stevie emptied everything out until she found what she was looking for. Clutching the bottle of 
scotch close, she found some plastic tumblers. Filling them both, she offered one to Maria. The woman 


gratefully took a drink. 


"Hid it just in case," Stevie said quietly. "Thought we might need it at some point. | shouldn't be drinking this 
but, what the heck. We've survived a ton of shit today." She raised her glass in a toast. "To getting home 
safely." 


She couldn't help but smile when Maria returned the gesture. 


David avidly watched the tracking program. The two little planes were slowly closing in on the UK and the 
emergency alarm on board Gunship One had long since been cancelled. Whatever had happened up there had 
been sorted. At least he hoped it had. Even with both pilots dead, both aircraft had been programmed to make 
their way back home and successfully land. SkySafe would do everything, up to and including communicating 


with air traffic control. David hoped and prayed that it wasn't a ghost flight that was returning to Heathrow. 


Touching the keyboard, he flicked to brought up his browser and found the site he'd been looking at. It was a 
British music site, one filled with news and reviews. In its archives were a list of articles concerning Dave and 


himself. For a few moments at least, David could relive the past and take in his lover's beautiful features. 


One story told of their night at the Grammys. Reading over it, David smiled as the memories returned. He'd 
loved that night so much. Had been so happy to hold Dave's hand as they'd been photographed. Had laughed as 


Dave had struggled to contain his childlike excitement. 


It had rained on that night and, as the ceremony and parties had ended, David had bundled a more than slightly 
drunk Dave into a car. Rather than sing and squirm and try and get David naked, Dave had settled down, curled 
against David as they'd made their way back home. He'd held Dave close, petting his hair as they listened to 
the rain and watched the lightening rip through the dark sky. When they'd finally reached their house, Dave 
had sat on the porch with him, his head still on David's shoulder as they soaked up the humid, damp air. 


The storm had continued for most of the night, the rain washing the dusty city clean. They'd sat out on the 
patio, curled up together on the swing seat, and watched the rain. Rumbles of thunder had rolled through the 
sky and the gentle of rainfall was punctuated by forks of blue-white lightening. All around them, the scent of 
their garden hung in the air; the earthy smell of the turf and the citrus scent of the ripe oranges and lemons. 


David had moved to London ten months after that. He'd returned to America for Christmas and, two months 
after he went back to the UK, his home country slammed its doors shut. 


Neal cradled his tumbler of scotch. "You know we shouldn't be doing this." 
"Don't care," Stevie replied "I'm the boss and we've been through the wringer today. We deserve it” 
"And this cabin crew that you shot? What about him?" 


Stevie frowned and took a deep breath. She knew that death would ride with her for a long time. But she felt 
like there had been no other choice. What was she supposed to do? Let him inject himself on the slight chance 
that it was actually insulin? If he truly had been diabetic, she would have been told. Cabin crew had to declare 


conditions like that just in case of a medical emergency. 


"| have no idea who he is, nor who he's associated with. We've taken a look through his hand luggage and, other 
than a few spare clothes, and all of his documents, there's nothing. No letter to say he was sick. Nothing from 
any doctors, and he definitely wasn't wearing a medical alert bracelet. If he genuinely did have diabetes, he 


would have had all of those because we require them. Only an autopsy will tell the rest of the truth.” 


Falling silent, Stevie checked their statistics. SkySafe was still flying, making sure that the plane was stable 
despite the damage. It would continue flying them until they were on final approach. Then Stevie and Neal would 
take over and bring the wrecked plane down. 


Two hours. That was all they had left until touched down The final one hundred and twenty minutes of what 
had been an eight week operation All that they had done was for this, for those final moments they'd spend in 
the air. Those on board would be reunited with families and loved ones, while the non-UK would be free to 


start a new life in a safe country. 


Stevie felt her stomach knot with excitement. The stress of the past few hours was behind them, something 
which could now become a mere memory. But, beyond all of that, an overwhelming sadness also lingered. For 
Stevie, it would be the end of a long, and painful road, albeit one that would see her assistant reunited with his 
lover. That should have been enough to chase the hopelessness away. Yet it wasn't. Still a dark cloud hung over 
her, the grief threatening to overwhelm her. 
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Leaning against the open hanger doors, David held a radio in one hand. Outside, night was as black as it could be 
in the heart of an airport, the lights illuminating the otherwise pitch black night. The runway lights blazed a 
path through the darkness, guiding in the tired and the weary, Somewhere, just a few miles out, Gunship Two 
was making its final approach. The radio he held hissed with air traffic control chatter. 


“Gunship Two, this is Heathrow tower. You are cleared for landing on runway 4 left." 


David kept his eyes on the sky, scanning the darkness for the bright pinpoints of light that would indicate an 


incoming aircraft. 


"Heathrow tower, this is Gunship Two. Copy that we're cleared for landing on runway 4 left. Please confirm 


that emergency services are on standby.’ 


There was another pause before the tower confirmed that fire engines and ambulances were waiting to greet 
them. And they were, lined up along the runway, they would give chase once the aircraft had touched down 
The same would be done for Gunship One, the emergency services racing to meet them. None of them on the 
ground really knew what state the aircraft, nor those on board, were in. They knew they would have some who 
were sick, possibly dead. No one knew just how hard those on board had had to fight just to get across the 
Atlantic. 


Then he saw them, a pair of bright lights making their way toward the airport. They appeared to hang in the 
night sky, the only stars they were able to see. David could feel his heart racing and nervousness balled in his 
stomach. He gripped the hanger door and held himself upright, fight against exhaustion to witness this moment. 


In a few more hours he could go to bed. Only this time he'd finally have his true love in his arms. 


"There it is," Neal said. "Home." 


Sitting up straight, Stevie peered over the dash and let out a whoop of joy. Beneath them, stretching away into 
the distance, were the bright lights of London. The dark serpentine swirl of the Thames cut straight through 
the center of it. Reaching to her right, she pulled the lever that released the landing gear. The plane rumbled 
and Stevie watched the instruments, waiting for three green lights to tell them that all their gears had 
deployed. 


She wasn't surprised when she only got two, signalling that only the rear four sets of wheels had dropped. 


Switching on the radio, she spoke, hoping to hear a friendly accent, "Heathrow tower, this is Gunship Two. 


Requesting permission to land” 


A moment later and Stevie heard what she wanted to hear. "Gunship One, this is Heathrow tower. You are 


cleared to land on runway 4 right." 
"Copy that, Heathrow tower," Stevie said. "We currently have no nose gear deployed and I'm afraid this plane, 
and everyone on board, has been through enough. I'm not even going to try and get it to lower. Please confirm 


that the emergency services will meet us there.” 


"Confirm that, Gunship One. Emergency services will be waiting for you. Please get yourselves down safely and 


we'll see you soon" 


It wasn't the first time that day that Stevie felt her throat constrict. "Copy that," she said, her voice 


suddenly hoarse. "We'll see you soon 
Silence fell over the cockpit. All that could be heard was the roar of the remaining two engines and the 


creaking of the damaged aircraft. The monitor to Stevie's left showed SkySafe's progress. It made minute 
changes as it brought the plane ever closer to their home. 


"SkySafe," Stevie said. 

The computer acknowledged her, "Yes, ma'am?" 

"Is the plane safe enough for us to take over for final approach." 

"It is indeed. Please disengage me when you require full control.” 

"Will you still be monitoring in the background? Just in case?" Stevie asked. 
"| will, ma'am." 

"Thank you." 


For once, Neal didn't chastise her for talking to a computer. After the past hours, holding a full blown 


conversation with a piece of hardware seemed as normal as breathing. 


Stevie watched their city grow closer, the giant Boeing dropping with every passing minute. The computer 
controlled descent was, despite the damage, smooth and calm. Below, the world passed by, completely unaware 
of what hung in the skies above them. 


For a final second, Gunship Two appeared to hang just above the runway before its wheels hit the tarmac. 
Even above the regular nighttime airport noise, David heard the wheels squeal and the engines roar, the 


airport lights reflecting off its body. As it sped along the runway so the vehicles lined up alongside it started 


their chase, lights flashing and sirens wailing. The radio in his hand chattered with the voices of ground and 


tower control as well as the emergency services. 


Stepping from the hanger, David walked along the row of closed metal doors until he came to the edge of one 
of the taxiways. The Boeing 14] sat at the end of the runway, its emergency chutes deployed. He could just 


make out passengers jumping onto them. Around the aircraft the emergency vehicles waited. 


David felt as though a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Despite all the worry of the past weeks, 
things were finally coming to an end. Yes, they couldn't rescue everyone but they'd changed the lives of the 
few they had managed to save. 


Turning his eyes back to the sky, David watched. The darkness felt as though it went on forever, an unending 
blanket of blackness. Not even the stars could penetrate the airport's bright lights. Squinting, David leaned 
forward, as though the tiny movement would take him closer to his goal. His heart skipped a beat and he 
stepped away from the hangers. Standing on a patch of grass, David turned his eyes westward. 


There, hanging in the sky like the north star, was another bright light. As with Gunship Two, it appeared to be 
stationary, a celestial body that had broken through the unforgiving night. It was only when his radio crackled 
that David allowed himself to let go of the breath he'd been holding. 


"Heathrow tower, this is Gunship One. Please be aware that we are currently missing our nose gear." 
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After hours of seeing nothing but the sky and clouds, the lights of London were a welcome relief. Stevie had 
disengaged SkySafe and settled back to finish the flight. Nearly twenty hours after they'd started, it was 
coming to an end. Her hands flexed around the yoke and her feet nudged at the pedals as she carefully lined 
the plane up for its final approach. Everything was slowing down, systems preparing themselves for that 
moment when the wheels touched the tarmac and they came to a halt. Stevie could feel her heart pattering in 


her chest. Everything was so silent she could hear herself breathing. 

"Final checklist done," Neal murmured. 

"Good. Thank you." 

"We're ten miles out" 

Holding the plane steady, Stevie kept her eyes straight ahead. In the distance she could see the black expanse 
of the runway. It cut through the lights like a knife, a dark void of flat, perfectly straight tarmac. The cabin 
crew had already prepared the passengers for an emergency landing, demonstrating the brace position and 
talking through what would happen next. The plane would, hopefully, make it to the end of the runway, albeit 
with its nose scraping the ground. Once there, the emergency chutes would be opened and evacuation could 
begin. Stevie didn't know what would happen in those moments as they careened along the runway. The plane 
may break apart. Fire may break out. Thankfully, because they had some idea of what was wrong, Neal and 
herself could keep the plane as controlled as possible. 

"Three miles out," Neal said. 


Stevie turned the cabin radio on. "Brace for impact" 


From the cabin, she heard the cabin crew repeat her instructions, their voices chanting, "Brace! Brace! Stay 


down! Stay down!" 


She could feel the tension coiling around her like a spring, pulling on her chest and snapping her back straight. 


Tears threatened to come again and Stevie bit her lower lip to keep her concentration. 
"Hold it together, Stevie," Neal murmured. "You've done this a thousand times before." 
"Yeah, in a simulator." 

"You can do it. Just keep the nose up. You know what you're doing." 


Silence fell over them again and they closed in on the airport, its warm lights growing ever closer. The plane 
continued to drop, its speed going with the descent. Over the radio, she heard something hiss in her ear. 


"What's that?" she asked. 

"Sounds like music. Quiet. Tiny.’ 

"From a mobile phone?" 

"Possibly. Or a radio," Neal replied. He laughed softly. "Stevie! Listen! They're singing to us!" 


Over the hiss of the radio, Stevie could just make out the strains of a voice singing. As the words sunk in, she 


laughed. 


She turned on the cabin radio again "Ladies and gentlemen, we'd like to allow Heathrow tower to sing is into the 


only emergency landing that the Gunship Project will ever make." 

Directing the tower radio stream into the cabin, her smile widened as the music grew a little louder. 
Ím looking to the sky to save me, 

Looking for a sign of life. 

The runway was there, looming before them and the plane's calm male voice began to count them in. 
"Five hundred," it said. 

"Ready?" Neal asked. 

Stevie nodded. "Ready." 

"Four hundred." 

Gripping the yoke, Stevie pulled back gently, keeping the nose tilted slightly higher than it should have been. 
"Three hundred." 


Beside her, she watched Neal prepare himself. While she kept the plane in a straight he'd push the engines into 


reverse and control the wing's ailerons. 
"Two hundred" 


The lights on the plane's wings began to pick out the ground, reflecting from the lake that sat before the 


ru nway. 


"One hundred." 


In the cabin, the crew continued to chant, keeping everyone down and ready for impact. The runway marker 


lights flashed beneath them, telling them that the ground was only mere feet away. 


"Fifty, forty, thirty, twenty." 


The rear landing gear touched down and the plane shuddered. Pushed back into her seat, Stevie held the nose 
up as the engines roared one final time. Instinct was for the nose to fall forward and drop onto its own gear. 


But that wasn't there, leaving them to ride it out until the plane had slowed enough to let it fall. 


"Okay, we're at forty knots,” Neal said. 


As gently as she could, Stevie eased the nose to the ground. There was a bump and the sound of grinding 
metal. From the corner of her eye, she saw the flashing lights of the emergency services. They'd made it. 


As the plane came to a standstill, Stevie turned on the cabin radio one final time. She spoke a single word, 


"Evacuate." 


David stood amid the melee of vehicles that were making their way toward Gunship One. Only moments earlier, 
it had roared past him before its wheel-less nose had pressed against the tarmac. The sound of tearing metal 
had been deafening but it couldn't have been any worse than what had happened to the aircraft above the 
skies of the Atlantic. The plane that bore the name of his lover as its registration was down. It was home. 


That was all that mattered. 


Slowly he walked to the fringes of where the fire engines, ambulances, and buses had stopped. Through the 
flashing lights, he watched as people slid down the inflated chutes. All of them were dressed in prison 
jumpsuits, a move that angered and upset David. Why not leave them with their clothes? Why treat them all 
like criminals? Because, in the eyes of the American government, they had been criminals because of 
something they believed or something they said. They'd been held because they government had believed that 
everyone who was free was going to take control. If Dave was to be believed, the government hadn't been far 


from the truth. 


Each passenger was assessed by the paramedics before being assigned to an ambulance or a bus to carry 


them back to the hangers. His eyes scanned the crowds, looking for those he'd brought to the UK. 
"Sir?" 


David turned his attention to the voice. A police officer stood before him, one hand held up. 


"Sir, you can't be here," the officer said. 

"My friends." David began 

"You have people on the flight?" 

David nodded, his throat tightening. He flicked his tongue over his lips. "Yeah, yeah, | do." 
"Well, they'll be with you soon But you need to stand back." 


Walking backwards, David kept his eyes on the inflatable slides, waiting and watching. The plane beside him was 
a wreck. He could see that at least one of the engines was blown out and the undercarriage had been torn 
apart. Foam had been sprayed over the wings and across the ground, deadening the effect of any fuel that had 
been left onboard. 


His heart wrenched, calling to the man he knew was on the plane. One glance, that was all that David wanted. A 


brief look at the person he'd sent his friend to fetch. 


"Stevie! Now!" Neal yelled. 


Scrabbling under her seat, Stevie pulled out the box she'd been given so many hours before. Punching the code 
into the keypad, she flipped open the lid and retrieved the gun that lay inside. Making sure it was loaded and 
the safety was on, she stuffed it into her pocket before straightening up. 


Stevie felt a sense of loss as she took one last look around the cockpit that had been their home for the past 
twenty hours. The syringe drivers were empty and useless, the tubes dangling like dead branches. An 
overwhelming stench of body odor filled the small space and the instruments were dead. Leaning around her 
seat, Stevie grabbed the photo of David and Dave that she'd attached to the yoke. In her darkest moments, 
that simple image had reminded her of all that she was fighting for. With it clasped in one hand, she pushed 
her way from the cockpit and to her First Officer's side. 


They quickly walked the downed jet, searching for anyone who may have been left behind. Both made their way 


one of the starboard side doors once they were sure there was no one left on board. 


Standing at the tip of the chute, Stevie smiled and closed her eyes. Beneath her, she could hear voices, calling 
to them to jump. The night breeze tickled her cheeks, the scent of jet fuel rich in her nostrils. For a moment, 


her head swam and she wrapped a hand around the plane's frame. 


Home. They were home. There was no other place on the planet quite like it. No other place that felt as 
comfortable and welcoming as Heathrow did. Every day, tens of thousands of people made their way through 


its doors, off to new adventures or returning from the far reaches of the planet. The staff were a hub, a 


family, a city of their own and Stevie was ready to embrace them again. 
Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes and looked at Neal. 

"Ready?" she asked. 

He smiled at her. "Ready as I'll ever be." 


With the photo still clasped in her right hand, she jumped. 
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David stared up at the tail of the downed jet. It stretched several stories into the air, towering over 
everything around. Its white paint job lit by floodlights and, painted on the fuselage beneath the tail were the 
five letters that had started out as an in joke among the Gunship Project's employees and ended as a 
prophecy. 


G-ROHL 
"David!" 


David felt his heart patter at the sound of his name. Slowly he turned around and surveyed the smattering of 


people who were left. 
"David!" 


His breath stilled and David began to walk back toward the buses and ambulances. Emergency personnel and a 
few passengers were all that were left. As though in a dream, David made his way through them. 


"David!" 
He was just rounding the first of the remaining ambulances when the figure appeared. They looked gaunt and 
pale, their dark, shoulder length hair looking stringy and tangled. Silver cuffs still dangled from their wrists. 


Their orange jumpsuit glared against their pale skin and their dark eyes were heavy ard tired. 


Tear sprang to his eyes and David ran, closing the last few feet between them. Flinging his arms around Dave, 
David held him close. Weary arms limply wrapped around his waist. 


‘I've missed youl" he sobbed. "Really fuckin’ missed you." 
David didn't want to move. All he wanted to do was hold onto Dave and never let him go again. Against his 
body, he could feel the other man breathing, Dave's breath equally as shaky as his own. Happiness and pride 


swelled through David. They'd fought against the most evil of demons and won. 


Pulling away, he looked into his lover's eyes. Weariness had wiped away the excitement and happiness that once 


hung in them. 
Dave managed a weak smile. "Missed you too." 


There were a million questions going around David's head, all that he wanted answers to. "What happened over 


there?" he asked. 


The younger man raised a hand and rested it against David's cheek, swaying slightly as he did. "I'll tell you later. 


First, | need a fuckin’ shower and a beer. They still serve beer over here, right?" 


David's face ached from his smile. Even through all the negativity that had had happened over the past 


months and weeks, Dave still retained some of his humour. 

"They do," he said. "And we've got some on ice back at the house.” He glanced over Dave's shoulder and toward 
the ambulances. "We should get you looked at and checked through immigration You're gonna be living here for 
a while." 

"Good. As much as | love my country, its a shit box at the moment and I've got no plans on going back there." 
Taking his lover's hand, David slowly lead Dave back to where the emergency services stood. The younger man 
was quickly looked over before being placed in the back of an ambulance. When David went to get in, the 
paramedic shook their head. 

"We'll meet you back at the hanger, | promise," the woman said with a smile. "We won't be long" 

Reluctantly, David backed away. The doors were closed and the vehicle turned for the hanger and the 


makeshift hospital. With a sigh, he began the trudge back across the dew dampened grass. He had yet to see 
Stevie and, with a frown, he turned back to the plane. 


Sarah, the paramedic, had finished checking Stevie. Pulling off her gloves, she smiled and deposited them in a 
bin. 


"You're looking fine. You're going to start experiencing a drop from the drugs soon, and that catheter really 
does need to come out now. | would say go to the hospital now but you're going to want to see your family 
and friends first, so we'll wait and take you when you're done.” 


Stevie returned the smile. "Thanks. You going back to the hanger?" 


She nodded and climbed into the back of the ambulance. "Yeah. Going to grab a cup of tea, finish up with 


everyone else, and then we'll cart your ass to University Hospital.” 


Chuckling, Stevie looked over her shoulder to the monster of an aircraft that lay behind them. "I'm going to 
take one last look around and then I'll be with you." 


"Okay, we'll see you then" With that, Sarah closed the ambulance doors. The engine started and the yellow and 


green van turned for the hanger. 


Neal walked up beside her. "I'm going back. You coming?" 


Stevie looked at him and gave him a small smile. "I will in a minute." 
"You want a moment, don't you?" he asked. 
She nodded and Stevie felt another wave of emotion crash over her. It was inevitable that it would happen. 


Neal rested a hand on her shoulder. "Well, I'll see you in a minute. If you start feeling ill, give us a call and 


someone will come and get you" 

"Thanks 

Stevie watched as he began to walk away, his tall figure receding into momentary patches of shadow. "Neal?" 
He stopped and turned toward her. "Yeah?" 

"Thanks for today. | really appreciate your help. 

"You're welcome" With that, he started to walk again 


Stevie watched him go and once he was further enough away, she began to walk the length of her plane. 
Resting a hand against one of the engines, she looked up at the jet. The last of the people and vehicles were 
departing, leaving her with her thoughts. 


The plane would never fly again. It was ravaged by gunfire and being forced to perform maneuvers it was 
never designed to do. Stevie could make out tiny, dark holes in the wings and rudder. How they'd missed the 
fuselage, she'd never know. Or maybe that had been the intention? Whoever had been controlling the drones 
had wanted to play cat and mouse, teasing and tormenting them until, eventually, the plane made its final 
swansong for the sea. She'd already decided that she'd have as much as possible salvaged. Anything that 
couldn't, she'd have turned into mementos for those who'd laboured over those fateful few weeks. The 
registration would also remain with them. There was no way she was going to release back to the public 
domain. It would go onto one of their next jets, a reminder of all they'd gone through and the strength and 
courage it had required. 


"I know you're only a bunch of bolts, metal, and cables, but thank you. You did your job and you did it well. Its 


gonna be sad not flying you every day but your memory's going to live on, | promise." 


Stevie fell silent and she leaned heavily against the wrecked aircraft. Her head was beginning to swim and she 


feel the adrenaline draining away. All she wanted was to fall into bed and sleep for a very long time. 
"Stephanie Mac?" 


The New York accented voice sent a chill down Stevie's spine. Stepping away from the engine, she watched as a 


man emerged from the shadows of the plane. He wore a smart black suit and had his hair cropped close to his 


head. An air of authority flowed from him and Stevie found herself taking a step back 


"Stephanie Mac, you're under arrest for aiding and abetting the escape of known criminals. You'll be extradited 


to the US to stand trial" 


She'd known this moment would come but the effect was still the same. Her heart pounded as she slid a hand 


down her jumpsuit. Her fingers closed around the gun in her pocket. 


"So you've closed your borders but you're still extraditing people?" she asked. "Nice. Really nice. And how can 


you call them criminals? They were innocent people who got caught up in a war they didn't want." 

The man took another step toward her and she could see the cable that coiled from his ear. 

"We make the decisions on who are the criminals, Ms Mac." 

"CIA?" she asked. "FBI? Or are you some other covert agency?" 

"Again, that's none of your business, Ms Mac." 

He was making her uncomfortable and her right hand twitched. Discreetly, she slid her hand into her pocket 
and wrapped it around the butt of the small gun What she was going to do would only hurt for a moment and 
if it worked, it worked. If it didn't, she'd be in a better place than some nondescript, soulless cell in the States. 
She didn't want to do it, but had to, if only to save herself. Stevie had done all that she could in rescuing their 


twelve hundred passenger from the States. Now it was time to deal with the problems the flights had brought. 


"And tell me," she began. "If | plead guilty, | get a life sentence in one of your soul destroying maximum 


security prisons?" 

“That's true." 

"And if | don't, | assume you'll kill me?" 

"More than likely," the man replied. 

"But you may still kill me even if you lock me away for the rest of her natural life?" 
The man became quiet, his expression impassive. 

"Ive made my decision," she said. 


In the heartbeat it took to lift the gun from her pocket, Stevie saw her life flash before her eyes. She'd 
always thought it had been a popular cinematic trick to highlight a character's life. Instead, she watched her 


childhood, drug addiction, and slow rise to queen of the skies flicker across her mind. She saw her family, her 
friends, and, finally, David. As her heart took its next beat, Stevie placed the barrel into her mouth and pulled 
the trigger. 


David had spotted Stevie and was walking toward her when someone stepped out of the shadows. Pressing 
himself against the ruined plane's ruined nose, he'd watched as they'd had a conversation. When she took out 
the gun, he held his breath, wondering if her target was the man before her. When she turned it on herself, 


he screamed. 


The man turned to look, spotting David as he dived out of the shadows and ran toward his friend's downed 
body. With a final glance in David's direction, the man had wandered away, his job obviously done. Somewhere in 
the distance, David heard sirens but his focus was on the body of the brave woman who'd sacrificed 


everything so that he could be happy. 


Tears clouded his vision as he moved to kneel beside her and he could hear his voice coming in shaking, choked 
sobs. Her eyes were open and staring at the sky above her. As he reached out to close them, David felt hands 
gently wrap around him. Again, he screamed and struggled, not wanting to be torn away. A paramedic crouched 
beside him, a concerned look on their face. David didn't hear what they were saying. He just saw them shake 

their head as they lead him away. The final act of the greatest moment of Stevie's life had been played out in 


a cruel, and bloody manner. She hadn't deserved it. Hadn't deserved to die for what she'd done. 
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David returned to the hanger in a daze and sat, slumped, at his desk. In front of him was the box Stevie had 
given him, the one that was only to be opened upon her death. Had she seen her future? Had she known what 
was going to happen? Surely, not. Surely it had been a precaution, some kind of insurance, in case her life was 


snuffed out while in flight. She couldn't have seen that her end would come at the end of a gun. 


His phone chirruped and, wearily, David pulled it from his pocket. There was a message from Roswell waiting 


for him. 
You have one final job. Open the box Stevie left for you 


Lifting the lid, he looked inside. A USB stick lay on top of another pink envelope. Removing the memory stick, 
David opened the letter. 


Dear David 


Well, it happened and Ive departed this mortal coil Hopefully we made it back to the UK Hopefully SkySafe did its 
Job. Hopefully you and Dave are back together. Thats my own wish for this journey; that someone who's stood 
beside me for the last few months finally gets fo Ive their life as they should 


When you return to the house, go downstairs and plug the USB into one of the computers. HHI instruct you on 
what to do next You password is DavidandDave4ever. 


Good luck and Godspeed to you, my friend. Ive loved knowing you 


All my love, 
Stevie 


It was signed off with a heart and a smiley face. David couldn't take it any more, the heartache tearing 
through him like a sword. He'd lost someone who, over the previous weeks, had become a good friend and 
confidant. Stevie had listened as he'd poured out his heart, speaking of his love for Dave and how much he 
missed him. She'd been patient and kind even in the face of such adversity. Initially, she hadn't wanted to do 
the flight, worrying for the safety of her crews. Even then, the focus hadn't been on herself. It was other 


people's lives she'd been worrying about. 
And now all of them were safe and well. All of them except for Stevie. 


Around him, people were beginning to clear up. For twenty four hours, they'd existed in a bubble that consisted 
of several hangers and the hiss of radio transmissions. All of them had watched as two tiny planes had made 
their way across the Atlantic and back again. They'd debated scrambling jets and stared at computer monitors 
as the planes had battled against a robotic army. The flight paths of those two, massive aircraft would 


forever be burned into their minds. 


A hand dropped against his shoulder and David looked up to find Dave standing beside him. The metal cuffs 
were gone from around his wrists, yet he still wore the jumpsuit. A plastic bag containing clothes was looped 
around one wrist and immigration papers dangled from his fingers. He looked exhausted and, under the harsh 
hanger lights, David could see the dark circles that bruised Dave's eyes. His once tanned skin had turned 


deathly pale 

"All legal,” Dave said with a smile. 

David gave him the barest of smiles. "Good" 

Dave's face fell. "I heard about Stevie. Im sorry. | met her briefly on the plane. She was amazing’ 


David took a choking breath and nodded. Clutching the box she'd given him close, he felt the tears stinging his 
eyes again. He wondered how many he could shed and if they'd ever dry up. Would he ever stop mourning the 
woman who'd sacrificed her life for him? 


Through this hazy vision, David watched Dave kneel in front of him. Even in his own darkest hour, the dark 
haired man was looking out for David's needs. The younger man wrapped his arms around David's waist and 
held him close. 


"Hey," Dave softly said. "Hey, its okay. We'll get through this together. We'll give her a really great send off 
and do something amazing in her memory. She'll still live and we'll make sure no one else forgets her either. 
How does that sound?" 


Taking deep, ragged breaths, David nodded. He couldn't speak, his voice coming out as a gargling, sobbing noise. 
Resting his head against Dave's, David let it all come out. 


The sun was coming up as the two buses made their way back to Bayswater Road. Trees and buildings 
flickered through the darkened windows of the bus. David leaned his head against the cool glass, Stevie's box 
resting in his lap. He'd cried all he could but he knew there would be more. He had to face her funeral and 
clearing her house. Had to go through everything that was hers. Her family would help but David felt as 
though it was his responsibility. She'd died so that he could live a happy life. 


David almost smiled as he thought about what Stevie would say. She'd say it had been fate. She had little to 
leave behind, no husband, no kids. Just him and the cat. And David would take care of the cat. 


David felt his heart grow heavy as the buses pulled up in front of the two, towering town houses. Stepping out 
onto the pavement, he took the two sets of keys from his pocket. As everyone gathered on the pavements, 


David held out a set to Mustaine. His former boss looked as tired and as weary as everyone else. His once 


glossy red hair hung in drab, orange curls around his shoulders. Like the others, his skin was pale and his eyes 


hollow. 
He took the keys and gave David a small smile. "I acted like a dick. You didn't have to do that for me." 
"Yeah, | did," David replied, his voice tired and dead. 


For a moment, the two men looked at one another before Mustaine took a step closer. He rested a hand on 


David's shoulder, fingers rubbing back and forth. 
"You've got a good soul, David. I'm sorry you lost your friend." 


"Thanks. Now go get some sleep. Clean up, whatever. There's food in the kitchen and the bed's are made. I'll see 


you in a while, okay?" 


Mustaine nodded and, stepping forward, David wrapped his arms around the other man's waist. His heart 


warmed a little when Mustaine returned the gesture, his head resting against David's. 


He watched as Mustaine, Chris, Shawn, and their collected families and children made their way into the house 
adjacent to Stevie's. They were his old family. The ones he'd loved for nearly twenty years. They'd still be his 


family, but now he had a new one to bond with. 


Opening the door, he walked in, people following in his wake. He could hear the children whisper about the house. 
As the door shut behind them, he heard a meow. Looking up, David spotted DefCon sitting at the top of the 


stairs. 
"Oh, sweetie," David murmured as the cat trotted toward him. 


Sitting at David's feet, DefCon gave a long, low cry that broke David's heart. DefCon knew. Knew that Stevie 
was gone and wasn't coming back. Dropping the box onto the bottom step of the stairs, he bent down and 
picked the cat up. Cradling DefCon close, David walked into the living area and dropped onto the couch. Instantly, 
the cat pressed himself close, his head tucked under David's chin as he gave tiny, kittenlike mewls. David tried 


to hold himself together. Tried to fight back another wave of grief. 
From the corner of his eye, David could see people watching him. 
"Go and clean up," he murmured. "Go to bed. Eat. Whatever you want to do. Just” He took a deep breath and 


looked up. "Just not the room at the top of these stairs. That's Stevie's. But everywhere else.." He managed a 


small smile. "Knock yourselves out." 


With the exhausted children all settled in bed, Dave, Taylor, Nate, and Chris joined David in the living area. 


Dave, Chris, and Shawn had joined them, none of them able to sleep. The TV hummed quietly in the background, 
a documentary channel on its screen. David couldn't bare the thought of putting the news on. Didn't want to 
know what was being said. At the same time, he couldn't stand the silence of the house and needed something 
to break it. Everywhere he looked there were reminders of Stevie. From the papers on the dining room table 
to the stack of mail by the front door. Her shoes sat at the bottom of the stairs and something she'd bought, 
still wrapped in its carrier bag, lay in the kitchen 


David took a sip of his coffee before looking down to the box that lay in his lap. 
"What's in it?" Taylor asked. 


"A USB stick Stevie left me. | have to go and plug it into one of the computers. But | can't. Can't go down 
there." 


"You need to," Shawn pressed. 
"| know." 


Silence fell over them before David sighed. Placing his coffee on the floor, he stood. When Dave moved to walk 
with him, David shook his head. 


"| have to do this alone. I'm sorry." 


Turning his back on the small gathering, he walked out into the hallway and down the stairs. The first heavy 
door was open with the second closed. Standing in front of it, David looked at the keypad beside it and sighed. 
Stevie hadn't given him the code. Knowing it would probably lock him out if he tried, and failed, to enter the 
code correctly. He was just making for the stairs when his phone chirruped. Taking it out, David found a 


message from Roswell. 
The code is your birth year. 


David smiled weakly as he plugged in the four digits. The locks thudded back and the door creaked a little. 
Pushing it open, he walked into Stevie's domain. Eight computer monitors hung from a rack directly in front of 
him. A single keyboard sat on the curved, white desk and a deep, leather chair had been pushed to one side. On 
the far wall hung several movie clapper boards, all taken from the sets of music videos, documentaries, and 
shows that Stevie had been a part of. But it was the figure of Vic Rattlehead that sat between two of the 


monitors that made David grin. 


Walking up to the impossibly huge bank of computers, he leaned in to turn one on All of them came to life, 
causing David to take a step back. For a moment, a photograph of one of the planes covered all of the screens 
before they all became black. A cursor flashed in the center of one of the lower left hand computers before 


the words Please insert USB to begin appeared. 


Approaching them, David located a USB port in the side of the monitor. Plugging it in, he waited. Hello, David 
appeared on the screen, followed by a password command. Quickly he typed in the password he'd been given 


and stood back. 


Stevie's email program opened on the same machine he'd plugged the stick in to. A message appeared with an 
address in the bar and a file attached. The subject line read Prisoners Successfully Repatriated From USA 


Leaning closer, David read the message. 

To Whom It May Concern: 

As you probably know, two Boeing 747-8 took off from London Heathrow bound for JFK and Newark-Liberty 
airports on the East coast News coverage has, for security reasons, been patchy. Attached are the full details of 


the flights, the passengers picked up, and why the fights were approved 


Yours, 


Captain Stephanie Mac 


David stood and watched as message after message loaded and was sent, each disappearing into the ether. 


They were all headed for news agencies, exposing what was going on behind the new Iron Curtain. 

"David!" He jumped at Jordyn's voice yelling down at him. "David, you might want to come up herel!" 

He wanted to stop and watch the emails send themselves. Wanted to watch Stevie's legacy live on. But instinct 
told him he needed to go and find out what was going on. Taking the stairs two at at time, he raced into the 
living area. What he saw stopped him dead in his tracks. 

Stevie, very much alive, leaned heavily against the door frame. She looked tired and weak and was still dressed 
in her jumpsuit. The catheter had been removed from her neck and, when she opened her mouth, David noticed 
several teeth missing. 


"Hey, honey." She managed a tiny smile. "I'm home." 


Then her knees gave way as she passed out and slumped to the floor. 
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Stretched out in a hospital bed, Stevie slept. Wires dangled from her fingers and a tube had been inserted into 
her nose. As well as several missing teeth, the hair from the back of her head was gone too. In its place was 


a large bruise and a small amount of burning. 


The four flight crew were spread out over hospitals in the London area in an attempt to keep media attention 
to a minimum. It was also an insurance policy against anyone who may want to kill them. Their locations hadn't 


been released to anyone other than those looking after them. 

David had been home and slept for a few hours before returning. After her collapse at the house, Stevie had 
been returned to the hospital. Doctors and nurses attested to how they'd tried to stop Stevie from discharging 
herself. But she'd wanted to go home and see her family and friends. Then the crash had happened. 


He'd had been reassured that she'd recover and now he was waiting to find out how she'd pulled off her own 


death. Her fake suicide was something that wouldn't remain quiet for long. Soon the media would be all over it. 
Beside him was a cup of take out coffee. Stretched out in the chair next to his own was Dave, the younger 
man in deep sleep. How long he'd remain like that, David didn't know. But Dave was beginning to look better 
thanks to a shower, a good meal, and a clean set of clothes. He still hadn't spoke about what had taken place in 
the camps. David knew he had to give his lover time to talk about such matters. It may be weeks, months, or 


years before Dave finally broke his silence. 


David's mind was racing, any more sleep evading him. Outside of the window, the afternoon was stretching 


away, soon to become dusk. 

The door opened and a doctor walked in. David smiled at him. 
"Good to see you again, Doctor Haines." 

"And yourself, Mr Ellefson. How's she doing?" 

David shrugged. "Just sleeping." 


"That'll be the drugs wearing off. On top of that, she was awake for close to thirty hours. She deserves all the 


rest she wants." 
"How did she do it?" David asked. "How did she fake her death?" 


Smiling, Doctor Haines leaned against the window ledge, his hands curling around the white painted wood. "Stevie 


probably hasn't told you about some of the people she keeps company with?" 


David shook his head. "She rarely seemed to communicate with anyone outside of work." 


The doctor smiled. "Before you started working for her, Stevie did a lot of consultancy work on various TV 
shows and films. She kept in contact with a lot of them and, for this, she called in some favours from the 
special effects departments." 


David frowned. "| don't get it." 

"The back of her head had a remotely detonated squib hidden beneath her hair. The gun fired a special safety 
blank that, in turn, activated the squib. Finally, the detonation of the gun held a derivative of a poison called 
Tetrodotoxin. It slows the heart rate down and cools the skin, essentially giving the appearance of death. It only 
needed to work for a few moments and it did its job perfectly." 

Nodding, David turned his attention back to the bed. An array of machines stood beside it, monitoring her 
heart, brainwaves, and other vital signs. The hospital wanted to be in no uncertain terms that the drugs she'd 
used over the past days weren't harming her. 


"When can she come home?" 


Doctor Haines shrugged. "A few days maybe. We want to fix her mouth before she leaves. There's some 
bruising on the jaw, although we have extracted what was left of her teeth." 


Sinking back into the seat, David looked at Stevie. Stretched beneath the crisp, white sheets, she looked smaller 
than normal. Her skin was pale and she took shallow breaths. Reaching out, he ran a hand over hers, smiling 
when, even in the depths of her sleep, her fingers curled around his. He didn't want to leave her side until she 
woke. Yet he knew that Stevie's awakening could be many days away. 

"Thank you, Doctor," he said softly. "For everything. We really appreciate it" 


"Not a problem. You did your job and we've done ours." 


Once the doctor had gore, he gently woke Dave. The younger man murmured and shifted in the uncomfortable 


looking hospital chair. Opening his eyes, Dave blinked a couple of times before turning his attention to David. 
"sup?" 
David gave him a small smile. "Feeling better?" 


"Getting there. Damn, | haven't slept this fuckin! much in God knows how long." He nodded at Stevie. "How's she 


doin'?" 


"Good. She's doing good. Be home with us in a couple of days." 


“That's great news" Dave stretched and yawned. "You wanna stay here?" 


"I'd like to." David sighed. "But we need to get back to the house. There'll no doubt be media camped outside and 
I'd like to speak to them. See if we can get them to back off" 


Dave nodded before he stood. Placing his hands in the small of his back, he stretched and David listened as his 


lover's joints clicked back into place. 
"What did they do to you?" he asked. 
Dark eyes turned to look at him, a haunted look flashing through them. "In the camps?" 


"Yeah." 


"Lots of stuff. Bad stuff. But, you know, it's in the past now. I'm here, you're here and, if | remember rightly, 
I've yet to see you naked." Dave sighed and sagged a little. "I'l tell you. | promise, | will. But first, | want to 


spend some time wrapped up in your arms." 


As David had predicted, there were media waiting outside the house. When the cab containing himself and Dave 
pulled up, David sighed. 


"Wait here," he said. 


Leaning forward, he paid the driver and asked him to wait a moment. When David stepped out of the black 
London taxi, the media swarmed toward him, cameras clicking and questions shouted. David held up a hand and 


waited for silence to fall. When it did, he beckoned them a little closer. 


With microphones in front of his mouth and cameras trained on him, David began to speak, "At the present 
moment, l'm asking you, politely, to give us time. The past few days and weeks have been extremely stressful 
for all involved, not least the brave flight and cabin crews who volunteered their services to make these 
flights happen. As you know, one of them is currently recovering in the hospital, and the others will be 
released in the coming hours. The Gunship Project asks that you give everyone involved, from ground staff to 
flight crews to those who were repatriated to the UK the time they need to recover and settle into their new 
lives. We will be organising a press conference so if you give me with your contact details I'll make sure you're 


the first to know about it. Until then, we'd like it if we were left in peace and quiet. Thank you." 


Giving them a smile, David returned to the cab. Opening the door, he waited for Dave to join him before they 
made their way to the front door. The journalists and photographers stood to one side, the cameras and voice 
recorders lowered. Never had David seen any journalist do that and, as he and Dave passed them, he quietly 


thanked the media for their patience. 


Once the door was closed, he breathed a sigh of relief. The TV babbled with some kid's show, the various 
children either watching or sprawled on the couches. DefCon was obligingly allowing himself to be squeezed by 
one of Dave's girls. Wandering through the house, he found the adults gathered in the kitchen All of them 
were leaning against the work surfaces, mugs in hands and tired looks on their faces. David gave them a tight 
smile. 

"How is she?" Mustaine asked. 


David nodded. "She'll be fine." 


His body suddenly felt heavy and tired, his vision swimming. Swaying, David caught himself against the fridge. 
Closing his eyes, David tried to catch his breath. He felt a hand against his shoulder. 


"David?" he heard Mustaine say. "David?" 

David shook his head. 

"David, go to bed." 

He barely managed to open his eyes and focus on the redhead in front of him. Again, he shook his head. 
"You're tired," Mustaine stated. 


David nodded, his knees weakening. Arms caught him as he fell. They held him up and carried him up the stairs 
and to his bed. 
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Soft kisses and gentle touches pulled David from his sleep. For a moment, he lay still, trying to get his bearings 
as the kisses found the corner of his mouth. Darkness had fallen and the bedside clock read a little after lam. 
David smiled as the familiar tickle of a beard moved along his jaw. Rolling onto his back, he reached out to the 
shadowy figure above him. 

"Hey," he murmured. 

The kisses wound their way to the soft spot just behind David's ear. 

"Sleep well?" Dave whispered. 

"Yeah. Everyone else asleep?" 

"Damn right they are. It's why I've come to finally ravage you." 

David chuckled quietly. "| must say that you've been very patient. How long have | been asleep for?" 

Little over twelve hours." 

Winding his arms around Dave's neck, David pulled him close and fed him tiny, soft kisses. Dave purred in 
response, one hand tangling in David's hair. Closing his eyes, David deepened the kiss, a tiny whine leaving his 
lips. He'd missed being with Dave. Missed the kisses and gentle touches. Missed being with someone whose soul 
sang the same song as his own Finally, like two missing pieces of a far flung puzzle, they were reunited. 

"I've missed this," David murmured. 

"Me too. Its all | thought about while | was locked up." 

David smiled softly. "Really?" 

"Yeah, really." 

Spreading his legs, David raised his hips and rubbed his still clothed erection against Dave's. Hands roamed along 
his sides, gently touching him and making David shiver and purr. When Dave hooked his fingers in to the 
waistband of David's shorts, David obligingly lifted his hips, sighing softly as his cock sprang free. Kisses 
littered his chest and stomach and David stroked a hand over his lover's hair. When Dave moved to suck his 


cock, David stopped him. 


"Not tonight. | want to feel you in me." 


"Sure?" 


‘Ive never been more sure,’ David replied. Spreading his legs a little wider, he softly pleaded, "Please. Just make 


love to me tonight.” 

A kiss was pressed to his stomach. "Gladly." There was a pause before Dave spoke again, "Where do you keep-" 
"Top drawer beside the bed," David softly replied 

He felt the bed shift as Dave got up. 

"Can | turn on the light?" the younger man asked. 

"Sure." 

One of the bedside lights flickered on and David smiled at his lover. Dave still looked pale, yet to get into the 
hazy London sunlight. His body was still ravaged with bruises and welts. But he was beautiful. Lying on his side, 
David watched as Dave rooted through the drawers until he came up with a bottle of lube and a vibrator. The 
grin on his face said it all. 

"Missed me, huh?" 


David's smiled widened. "Of course. You should see what's in the rest of the drawers." 


He laughed as Dave moved toward them. Reaching out, he grabbed the other man's wrist and pulled Dave down 
on top of him. 


"Later," he purred. "When there's no one else here." 


Their lovemaking was slow and sweet, reunion of souls who thought they would never see one another again 


Standing at the end of the hospital bed, David watched Stevie sleep. She was looking better than before. Her 
skin had some colour to it and the bruises were beginning to heal. Metal pegs had been screwed into her jaw 
and, in a few weeks time, new teeth would be attached to them. Until then, the hospital had created fake ones 


to cover the damage. 


David smiled warmly as he reached down and slid his fingers under the sheets. Tickling her toes, his smile 


widened as she twitched and murmured. Tomorrow she would be going home. 


He'd grown to love Stevie. They'd warmed to one another once Stevie had started to drop her barriers and 


stop pushing his boundaries. The fleeting comments and instructions were gone and they'd spend time talking 


about their lives and what had shaped them into the people they were. David couldn't wait to properly 
introduce her to everyone in his life. He knew it was going to be overwhelming, especially in light of what had 
happened. She'd flown several thousand miles and battled with enemies he couldn't see to bring these people 
back to him. Rarely had she thought about the sacrifice she was making, putting her own life in danger to 
reunite him with his loved ones. She didn't have to do that yet she had, facing unseen dangers with a cool and 
collected head. 


David heard the door open and close. Dave stepped up beside him, two take out cups of coffee clasped in his 


hands. He handed one to David before nodding toward the bed. 
"How's she doing?" 
"Better. They're going to release her tomorrow." 


"Cool." Dave took a sip of his coffee. "I want to talk to her when she's awake enough. | want to make an album 


about all of this." 


David smiled and placed a hand in the small of his lover's back. "That's cool. Talk to her about using the studio 
in the basement." 


"I saw that. It's really cool. Does she play?" 

"Yep," David replied. "Drums." 

"Better than me?" David heard a note of pain in Dave's voice. 

Looking at him, David gave him a small, warm smile. "Quite possibly, yes." 
Dave frowned, his lips pouting. "Is there anything she can't do?" 


"Yeah," David laughed. "Drive." 


David sat cross legged in the center of the lounge. Beside him was a mug of coffee and, sitting on the couches 
surrounding him, was Dave, Taylor, Chris, Nate, Dave, Shawn, and Chris. The kids, wives, and girlfriends were 
over in the park, enjoying the hazy London summer sun. All of them were beginning to look better, their 
nightmare now just that; a bad dream. 


David took a drink of his coffee. "So, tell me about it” 


"Was fuckin’ Hell," Shawn began. 


"Where you were you?" David asked. 
"Fort Worth, Texas." 
David whistled. "That's a long way from home." 


Over the next few moments, everyone else listed where they'd been held. All of them were miles from their 
homes a tactic, David decided, to confuse them. Because if you didn't know where you were and had no 
transport, how were you going to get home? Only Mustaine and Grohl had been moved around before they 
ended up at the Washington camp, no doubt on some kind of Death Row. 


"What about Alex?" David asked. 
He was referring to Dave's good friend, and fellow libertariar/conspiracy theorist, Alex Jones. 
Mustaine shook his head. "I don't know. Don't know if | want to know." 


Shuffling closer, David placed a hand on his friend's knee. From behind a veil of orange hair, worried hazel eyes 


looked down at him. 


They all talked for another hour and David found out about the horrors of the camps. People were living in 
concrete dormitories with no privacy. Men, women and children were split up. Children over the age of five 
were forced with work alongside their families cultivating fields, recycling waste, and digging foundations for 
roads, pipes, and goodness knows what else. Dissidents were shot at dawn, while those who refused to work or 
escaped suffered the same fate. Ages were of no object; even children had been dragged screaming and kicking 


from their parents, only to be shot dead a moment later. 


No one knew why they'd had to go through such an ordeal. No one knew what had suddenly caused their 
government to turn against them. Mustaine, of course, had several theories but David was too shocked and 
too tired to listen to it. He was wondering how his friends, and their families, had managed to stay intact when 


so many others had been cruelly torn apart. 
The grief for what his country had become overwhelmed David. Once America been known for her freedoms 
and their welcoming presence. Now she was little better than a nightmare, a bad dream that would linger with 


the country for many, many generations to come. 


Lowering his head, David covered his face and grieved for those left behind. 
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For the first time in months, David found himself falling into a deep and peaceful sleep. He held his lover close, 
his nose buried in Dave's dark hair. David felt at peace, his heart healing from the traumas they'd all been 


through. 


The following morning, David waited until the rush hour traffic had died down before driving to the hospital. 
Stevie was waiting for him, seated on the end of the bed. Her head was lowered and she held something in her 
hands. When he walked in to her private room, she didn't look up. 

"They're going to kill me," she said. 

"Who?" 

"The Americans." 

David sighed and joined her. He glanced down at what she held, a smile tugging at his lips. It was a photograph 
of himself and Dave, one David realised had gone missing from his desk drawer in the days leading up to their 
flights. 

"What makes you say that?" he asked. 


"Because they're going to want revenge. And I'm not going to stay dead for long. There's going to be press 


conferences and everything that goes with them. They're going to know l'm alive sooner rather than later." 
"And thats a good thing," David softly replied. "You did a good thing against a bunch of people who've turned 
bad. Everyone's going to want to know how you did it and why. There's no way anyone's going to come and take 


you away. They'd be foolish to think they'd be able to" 


Stevie looked up and gave him a small smile. The wound that had held the catheter was healing nicely and she 
was wearing the tooth caps. 


David nodded to her hands. "Did you take that photo from my drawer?" 
Her smile widened and she nodded. "Yeah. | wanted a reminder of what | was fighting for." 


When Stevie held it out to him, David shook his head. "You keep it" He took a deep breath. "Ready to go home?" 


"Yeah. l'm ready." 


"There's a lot of people who want to talk to you." 
Stevie frowned. "Press?" 


"Not today. The people you rescued are desperate to meet you." 


The drive from the hospital was just over two miles yet, to Stevie, it looked like a whole new world. She felt as 
though she was seeing London through fresh eyes. Eyes that had seen the pain and hatred of another. Once, 
she'd wanted to leave her home country. There had been talk of moving part of the Gunship Project to Nevada 
so that they could be closer to their primarily West Coast clients. But it had never come off. Stevie wasn't 
really one to believe in fate but, as she leaned against the window of the car, she wondered if there was a 


divine force watching over them. 
London passed them by. Shops, houses, and tiny green spaces. The pavements were littered with people, 
tourists and locals alike, while the roads were crammed were cars, cabs, and familiar red buses. With all its 


history and idiosyncrasies, London was home. There was no way she was going to move elsewhere. 


They pulled up to the house a little before mid-day. Getting out of the car, Stevie looked up at the white 


painted four-storey town house. Never had home looked so good, a place she never thought she'd see again 
David placed his hand on her shoulder and smiled at her. "Ready?" 
She nodded and took a deep breath. "Yeah, I'm ready." 


They walked to the front door, the sunlight catching the arched stained glass window at the top. Unlocking the 
door, David pushed it open and allowed her to step in. 


Lining the hallway were people Stevie had only seen online or in magazines. Their music had become the 
soundtrack to her life. When they started clapping, Stevie took a deep, shuddering breath and walked into her 


house. 


Dave was the first one to step up to her. His smile was warm and he reached out to embrace her. Stevie let 


him, her arms wrapping around him. 
"Thank you," he said. 
Pulling back, Stevie smiled. "You're welcome." 


A blonde woman stepped up to her, eyes sparkling as she smiled, a hand held out to Stevie. Taking it Stevie 
shook it as the woman spoke, "Hi. I'm Jordyn. Thank you." 


Stevie slowly moved through her hallway, accepting hugs and handshakes. Each person introduced themselves 
and repeated the same two words. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Waves of emotion crashed over her as she 
reached the door to the living area. Tears came freely, her shoulders shaking as she covered her face. The 
people in her house were the faces of the crisis across the Atlantic. They were the ones who'd seen their 


lives torn apart. They were the ones who'd suffered unspeakable horrors. 

"Hey." Mustaine placed a hand on her shoulder. "Hey, don't cry. It's over now." 

Lifting her head, Stevie wiped her eyes and looked into the redhead's eyes. He looked older, far older than she 
remembered. There was grey in his hair and the wrinkles around his eyes seemed deeper. But there was a tiny 
smile on his lips and Stevie felt herself return it. 

Its over," he softly repeated. 

"For us, yes," she quietly replied. "But what of everyone else?" 

"You can't save the whole world," Mustaine replied. 

With a deep, shuddering sigh, Stevie nodded. 

Mustaine held his hand out to her. "Come on, we've got a surprise for you." 

Stevie took his hand and allowed herself to be lead into her house. The living area and dining room had been 
cleared of all the paperwork and gadgets she left lying around. The large dining table had been covered with 
food while coolers of drinks sat on chairs. Bouquets of helium balloons had been tied to the chair backs, a 
gesture that made Stevie laugh. 

"For me?" she asked. 

Mustaine nodded, his weary smile widening a little. "For you, to say thank you." 


"But | didn't do anything. | just did my job" 


"Yeah, you did. You might not be able to save the whole world But you've changed the worlds of the people 


you did save." 


With a beer clutched in her hands, Stevie sat on the floor of the lounge. DefCon was curled between her legs, 
his big, furry body rumbling with purrs. Chairs and couches were full of people who wanted to know all about 
her. She was three beers in and feeling pretty good. Taking a sip of the ice cold drink, she asked, "So, first 


question?" 


"How old are you?" Taylor asked. 

Stevie laughed. "A woman never divulges those secrets." 

"Thirty five!" David responded, 

"Hey! What have | told you about sharing secrets?!" she teased. 

David just laughed and shrugged. 

"Have you always wanted to fly?" Broderick asked. 

Stevie shook her head. "No. | was at university when | took it up." 

Nate was next. "What was your degree in?" 

"English lit and language." 

"Did you quit?" Shawn asked, 

"No. Like every good writer | decided that a drug addiction was more important than my actual art." 

It was Shifletts turn. "So how did you wind up flying?" 

| was spotted" Stevie tucked her legs closer as she began telling the tale. "Sleeping rough on the streets. I'd 
been kicked out of my rented room because | was, well, not paying the rent. One night, | overdosed and wound 
up in hospital. From there, | was put into the care of the local military base. They had, and still have, a 
program whereby they take in destitute addicts and see if they can attach that addictive personality to 
something else. Some they succeed with. Others they don't. But, at the very least, they give you the chance to 


get some skills to help handle the addiction It turns out | have a penchant for engineering.’ She smiled and 


shrugged. "The rest, they say, is history.” 


Epilogue 


Author's Notes: 
This is it! Thank you to everyone who's supported this and encouraged me to work on it. It's an idea that's 
been going around my head for the past 3 or 4 years. To have something for it finally down on paper feels 


really good. Thank you so much for reading and see you on the next epic! 


EPILOGUE 

lOth December - [7 months later. 

Oslo, Norway 

The room was beautiful and spacious. Decorated in creams and golds, several couches and chairs were pushed 
against the walls. A long table held food and drinks and gilt framed paintings hung on the walls. Vases of white 
flowers stood on the table, their scent filling the air. 

Standing in the room at the city's town hall, Stevie looked at herself in a full length mirror. She'd chosen to 
wear a long, black dress, one of the only times she probably would. Her hair had been styled and her make up 
done. Behind her, she could hear David moving around, no doubt making another of the many cups of coffee 
he'd had during the day. 

"You're more nervous than | am," she said. 


"No, l'm not." 


Turning, she looked at David, smiling as she caught sight of the mug clutched in one hand. "Yes, you are. 
Where's Dave?" 


Her friend shrugged. "Probably schmoozing with the press." 
"Is he never off the fuckin’ television?" Stevie asked with a laugh. 
David took a sip of coffee. "Nope." 


As if on cue, there was a knock at the door. Stevie answered it to find Dave standing outside, a bunch of 
flowers clutched in one hand. When he offered them out to her, she reacted with mock shock. 


"For me?" Taking them, she wandered back into the room and placed them beside the vases of flowers. "Where 


did you steal them from?" 


"| didn't steal them! David, what have you been telling her?!" 
"That if it's not locked up, you'll take it" Stevie chuckled, 


There was a knock at the door and Stevie felt her heart skip. A well dressed woman, her blonde hair pulled 
back into a bun, walked in. Her eyes were soft and sparkling, a smile lighting her face. 


Its time," she said. "If you'll follow me." 


A chorus of trumpet sound welcomed them into the large hall. Chairs lined both sides of an aisle with a flower 
decked stage at the front. The stage was set with a piano and the prime minister of Norway, along with his 
wife and committee filled the main area Just before the stage, and set at the mouth of the aisle, were four 


chairs. The audience of dignitaries and world leaders stood, their eyes on those who entered. 


Stevie managed a smile as they walked toward the chairs, her shoes echoing in the large room. Neal was 
beside her with Glen and Rob behind her. They were escorted to the four aisle seats. Stevie could barely 
contain her nerves. Here she was, a mere pilot, sitting among some of the great and good of the world Her 
name, along with those of her crew and charity, would join the likes of Martin Luther King, Mother Teresa, and 


Desmond Tutu. Never had she felt so honoured, nor so humbled. 


As they settled, a pianist looked to them and smiled before beginning to play. Music washed over them, and 
she began to relax for the first time since it was announced that they picked up such a prestigious prize. For 
a moment, she closed her eyes and swayed, forgetting where she was and ignoring the eyes of the media that 


were upon them. 


The seventeen months since the flights had been hectic. The media had come and gone before coming back 
again. The Project's every move had been closely followed and they'd been begged, on a daily basis, to continue 
flying back and forth to the US. Others had still been trapped over there and, as America's hold over its own 
people began to wane, the Gunship Project had negotiated a deal to fly once a month and repatriate people to 
their respective countries. They'd flown to Europe, Russia, Africa, Australia, and the Far East as well as 
bringing the remaining British back home. However the deal had been a tough one with only those with clean 
criminal backgrounds being allowed to fly. Even a jaywalking ticket was enough to stop a person from leaving, 


something that had grieved Stevie greatly. 


The two bands had taken up residence in various studios around the city, Abbey Road being one of them. Both 
were working on albums telling the story of what had happened back across the pond. Dave had moved in with 
herself and David. Stevie had found that the noise canceling headphones she'd bought were great. Everyone one 
else had stayed in the Bayswater area with Dave's family living in the house next door to her own All of them 
were just a street or two away and huge gatherings for food and music had become the norm. For the first 
time in many years, Stevie felt accepted. She felt as though she'd found a home among those she'd rescued. 


The music died and Stevie turned her attention back to the stage. The Norwegian prime minister, a gentleman 
by the name of Ivar Hundseid, stepped up to the podium. 


‘It is very rare," he began, "that we award the prize to organizations. Normally, the recipient is a single person 
who has excelled in their field. However, in light of what has recently been happening in the United States of 
America, we found ourselves searching for those who had battled against the odds to help those who had 
become victims of such a blatant abuse of governmental power. Nominations flooded in from a number of 
different places yet we found this year's laureates at an airport in the United Kingdom. They have gone above 
and beyond the call of duty to repatriate those affected by the fall of the United States. We are extremely 


proud to present this year's Nobel Peace Prize to the Gunship Project.” 


Stevie could feel her throat tightening and tears prickling her eyes as she made her way to the stage. Neal, 
Rob, and Glen joined her, each of them receiving their medals and certificates. Photographs were taken and the 


large audience applauded. Among them, Stevie could see her family along with David and Dave. 


It was traditional for whoever accepted the prize to give an hour long speech. As four of them had taken to 
the stage, Stevie had asked her three crew members to each dedicate fifteen minutes to talking about their 
lives, their work, and what the prize meant to them. With a smile on her face, she listened intently as they 


spoke of their desire to see a peaceful and harmonious world that was free from war. 


Taking her turn at the podium, Stevie took a moment to study the crowd before her. She recognised some, 
famous presidents and politicians. And they were all there to hear her speak 


"My name is Stephanie Mac," he began, “and firstly I'd like to say thank you for bestowing such an honour on 
us. We don't do what we do for the glory, nor the recognition, nor the money. We do it because we care about 
living in a world that's peaceful. War, hate, poverty, and their ilk have no right to be in our lives and we work 
hard to make this world a better place. It's our vision and it's what we believe in We sent a message by flying 
into a country that had closed off its borders, a message that said that we did not support what they were 
doing. We did not want to see innocent people massacred for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. By 
taking the liberty that we did, we were able to show those in power that we, the people, will not take such 
acts lying down." 


Stevie continued to talk, thanking those who'd helped them prepare to make the most dangerous flight of their 


lives. She found David and gave him a smile. 


"We learned many lessons from that first flight, one being that, in this life, it is better to dance in the rain 


rather than wait for the sun" Stevie smiled. "Thank you so much." 


~~~ The End ~~~ 


